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            Epigraph

         
         
            This book is short. But its power is long-lasting. The shapeless, invincible friendship forged between Lennie, the gentle,
               innocent colossus with devastating hands, and his friend George, a small, sharp man, has a beauty, a mythic power.
            

            —Joseph Kessel, in his foreword to the French edition of John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men
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            Prologue

         
         If only you could blend in, pass unnoticed.

         
         It’s what you’d like, sometimes. To disappear, go somewhere else. Far from here, far from the others.

         
         You cross the schoolyard quickly, hugging the walls of the large building. At the far end of the vast playground full of noise
            and children, you stop by the fence. Sitting with your back to the chain links, you take an action figure from the pocket
            of your jeans. You like having this masked hero with you, enjoy spending long minutes admiring this man capable of dispensing
            justice, this fearless man who must surely exist. Somewhere.
         

         
         Somewhere far from here.

         
         Often you talk to him. In your simple, sometimes clumsy words.

         
         With your back to the fence and your action figure in your hands, you hope this recess will go better than usual.

         
         But soon enough, they find you.

         
         The hunting hounds have sniffed out the wounded animal.

         
         There are four of them, grinning and evil. They’re here to keep boredom at bay, to kill time.

         
         To kill you, slowly.

         
         They’re here to satisfy an instinct you know nothing about.

         
         Retard.

         
         Moron.

         
         They push you around, insult you, humiliate you. It’s their favorite game. They search your bag and collect their spoils. Only a paltry sum today, so they knock you around, steering clear of your face to avoid leaving any marks. Unlike you, they’re smart. 

         
         Retard.

         
         Moron.

         
         That’s what they call you.

         
         Léo the retard.

         
         Léonard the moron.

         
         One day, you asked Mona what retard meant. She explained that people with Down syndrome are born with a genetic anomaly. Something about chromosomes that you
            didn’t really understand. With her help, you went online and discovered strange faces and radiant smiles. You concluded that
            you weren’t a retard. Your face didn’t look like theirs, and you didn’t think you had a radiant smile.
         

         
         In your case, the anomaly is in your head.

         
         Léo the retard.

         
         Léonard the shit eater.

         
         They continue to insult you as they pocket what little money you have today. Kicks, bursts of laughter.

         
         When they finally go away, you keep your back to the fence, wrapped up in your pain. You reach for your action figure. He
            is broken, and you start to cry.
         

         
         Sometimes you just want to disappear. To be somewhere else. Far from here.

         
         In Glen Affric.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         Through the dirty windows of the bus, a landscape. The same as the day before, the same as always.

         
         Light fields, dark groves, fences, and voracious brambles. A string of grayish ponds, clusters of white birds on the water’s
            surface. Valleys that look like all the other valleys. Farms rooted to this land for all eternity.
         

         
         The oak tree just before the bridge where the regional train runs.

         
         A few cows with muddy hooves, waiting to be eaten, probably without knowing it. At least, that’s what Léonard hopes as he
            passes these meadows each evening.
         

         
         Because he knows.

         
         He doesn’t know much, but he knows about death. He saw it up close the day Joseph hanged himself in the barn.

         
         It’s ugly and permanent—that’s what he knows.

         
         But he sometimes wonders if it isn’t also a path to freedom.

         
         He grasps the masked hero in his pocket and contemplates him for a long moment. His right arm is missing. How can he save
            humanity with just one arm? A little glue, maybe . . .
         

         
         At a village, the bus stops to release a flock of children before setting off again. Léonard sits up front, near the driver,
            where his enemies won’t come for him. They’re at the back, and he can hear them laughing. At him? Well, he’s used to being
            made fun of, because he’s not like the others. Mona insists that he’s better than the others, but Léonard finds that hard to believe. His classmates say he’s messed up in the head, that he’s not all there.
         

         
         They’re telling the truth, no doubt about it.

         
         One day, he heard a doctor tell Mona that her son was mentally slow. And no matter how many hours he spends staring at the
            kitchen clock, he just can’t catch up.
         

         
         The bus continues its journey from village to village. To Granviller, the end of the line, where Léonard lives. The school
            bus stops at the edge of the village to empty out its last passengers. Brushing past Léonard, Jules hits him hard on the back
            of the neck before laughing again.
         

         
         “Enjoy your evening, retard!”

         
         Finally, Jules and his buddies disappear. Léonard does not get off. Just like every evening, the driver will drop him at the
            top of the main road to save him a few minutes’ walk. Mainly because the driver knows he’ll be safe five hundred yards farther
            on.
         

         
         The vehicle passes through the village, then pulls up onto an esplanade.

         
         “There you go!” says the driver in his hoarse smoker’s voice.

         
         “Thank you, Martin,” replies Léonard, picking up his bag from the seat next to him. “See you Monday.”

         
         “See you Monday, big guy. Say hi to your mother for me.”

         
         Léonard jumps from the bus onto the winding road above Granviller. He and Mona live in the house farthest from the center.

         
         It’s Friday evening, which makes Léonard smile. He won’t see them for two days. For two days he won’t have to put up with
            the others, their sarcasm, their malicious or condescending looks. He won’t have to cope with classes he doesn’t understand.
            Mona keeps telling him that school is compulsory and that he can’t simply choose not to go. But what’s the point? He just
            doesn’t fit in. He’s not capable of following, remembering, assimilating.
         

         
         The avalanches of words, the streams of numbers that suffocate him from morning to night—even though he has tried. Given it all his strength and energy.
         

         
         To no avail.

         
         I’m an idiot, an imbecile, a bonehead. I have no brains.

         
         On his way home, Léonard observes his surroundings. Plants, trees, birds, insects. He loves all things nonhuman. Anything
            with leaves, petals, paws, wings, scales, or feathers.
         

         
         No animal or tree has ever made fun of him for being different.

         
         He arrives at the old farmhouse. Mona is outside, raking leaves from the gravel driveway. Léonard kisses his mother, and she
            hugs him, happy to have him back. When she asks him how his day went, he pretends everything’s fine.
         

         
         They stay outside for a while, watching fall die away, then go into the old house. It’s nestled at the edge of a thick forest
            where conifers and deciduous trees compete for light.
         

         
         Léonard goes upstairs and throws his bag in the corner of his bedroom, no boring homework tonight.

         
         “Hi, Arsène!”

         
         The big, storm-gray cat sleeping on the quilt opens its eyes and stretches. Léonard lies down on the bed and pets the animal,
            which begins to purr. For several long minutes, this contact seems to soothe them both.
         

         
         “I missed you,” murmurs Léonard. “But now I’ve got work to do.”

         
         He gets to his feet, sets his masked hero on the small desk, and pulls a tube of heavy-duty glue from the drawer. The action
            figure has to be repaired as soon as possible because the world needs him. Once Léonard reattaches the limb, he puts the action
            figure on a shelf.
         

         
         “Tomorrow you’ll be as good as new!”

         
         He sits down on the carpet, opens a huge plastic box, takes out a model, and continues a task he started several days ago. It’s a plane from the turn of the last century, with cardboard wings and a plastic propeller. His hands are imprecise and clumsy, but Léonard doesn’t give up. 

         
         A plane—a real one—that’s what he’d need to get far away from here.

         
         To fly to Glen Affric  . . .

         
         Suddenly, Léonard slumps to the floor, his eyes closed. His body shakes. Soon, his eyelids reopen, but his gaze remains fixed.
            It’s as if he’s checked out and gone somewhere else.
         

         
         Arsène comes up to him and starts meowing, as though trying to get him to come back.

         
         Finally, Léonard’s eyes blink and his body moves once again. He sits back up and hugs Arsène to his chest.

         
         “It’s nothing, don’t worry.”

         
         This happens from time to time. These absences, sometimes brief, sometimes seemingly endless, are from brain damage. His mother
            has taken him to a neurologist, but there’s nothing they can do.
         

         
         Irreversible damage.

         
         When he comes to, Léonard doesn’t remember much. It’s as if he falls asleep and plunges into a nightmare. He catches snippets
            of reality, visual or auditory hallucinations—rarely pleasant.
         

         
         “Léo, dinner’s ready!” shouts Mona from downstairs.

         
         He sighs and, with the cat at his heels, joins his mother in the dining room, where the table is set. A pleasant aroma wafts
            from the kitchen, which is separated from the living room by a wide counter with three barstools in front of it.
         

         
         “It’s cold this evening,” says Mona, putting on a cardigan.

         
         Léonard lights a fire in the large fireplace. He loves watching this miracle being born from a simple spark. This fire that
            dies by devouring everything.
         

         
         He disappears for a moment and returns with an armful of logs. He stows them under the fireplace and fans the flames.

         
         “Thank you, darling.”

         
         “You’re welcome.”

         
         “We’re having homemade burgers!”

         
         Mona smiles at him. Léonard hugs her, lifting her off her feet and spinning her in the air. She laughs out loud.

         
         His classmates may say he’s weak in the head, but Léonard is a colossus, far bigger and stronger than the others. At fifteen,
            he’s already more than six feet tall and still growing. He has so much strength in his arms and back that he can carry a hundred
            pounds with little effort.
         

         
         He could easily crush his enemies, reduce them to nothing. But Mona has made him promise never to use his physical superiority
            to hurt anyone, especially a child.
         

         
         For Léonard, a promise is sacred. And being strong isn’t enough: You also have to be brave.

         
         They sit down to dinner and, as usual, Léonard demonstrates his ferocious appetite.

         
         “Tell me about your day,” says Mona.

         
         He shrugs and recounts a few trivialities before inventing a couple of lies.

         
         “The math teacher said I was making progress. I made a friend, and he’s really nice.”

         
         “You haven’t had any problems with your classmates, have you?”

         
         “No, everything’s fine.”

         
         His enemies have warned him: Complain to anyone, and we’ll get Mona. They’ll do terrible things to her, put her in the hospital
            or the cemetery. Léonard doesn’t know if they have it in them to do that, but he’d prefer not to find out. One thing’s for
            sure, though: If they laid even a finger on Mona, he’d be capable of anything.
         

         
          

         After dinner, Mona settles into her old armchair and turns on the TV. This is the moment when Léonard is allowed to use the Wi-Fi from his mother’s cell phone to surf the internet with his own phone, a basic smartphone that has two hours of calls per month and an absurd data plan. 

         
         Just one reason why he gets mocked by his hyperconnected peers. But there are so many others.

         
         His phone does have one notable feature: Léonard can use voice commands and listen to the rare text messages he receives,
            instead of having to read them.
         

         
         After a half hour, Mona picks up her phone again.

         
         “Time to stop,” she says, smiling.

         
         Léonard obeys and goes upstairs. Dog-tired, he stretches out on his double bed and stares at the ceiling. He doesn’t turn
            off the light. Never, ever, turn the light off. The cat lies down next to him. Sometimes Arsène prefers to spend the night outside, but tonight he’s
            in a homey mood. Léonard places a hand on the thick, incredibly soft, incredibly warm fur.
         

         
         He retrieves something from the drawer of his bedside table.

         
         Something precious.

         
         An old postcard yellowed by time.

         
         Mona agreed to let him keep it with him, provided he was careful. Don’t damage it, don’t tear it, don’t lose it. Every evening,
            he looks at it before he goes to sleep.
         

         
         On the back, three lines he knows by heart.

         
         
            Mom,

            I’m doing great, don’t worry about me.

            Jorge

         

         On the front, on a white band at the top, the word Scotland. Beneath it, four photos, each in a circular frame, each with a small caption.
         

         
         A waterfall, an immense lake, the ruins of a castle, and a marvelous valley full of tall, majestic pines, crossed by a wide,
            strangely blue river and overlooked by snowcapped peaks.
         

         
         Dog Falls. Loch Ness. Urquhart Castle.

         
         And Glen Affric.
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         Today, he saw a man lose his mind and bang his head against a wall until he cracked his skull.

         
         Today. A day like any other.

         
         When night comes, he can’t close his eyes. It’s happened frequently since he arrived here.

         
         He stares at the pale square in the wall that lets in an idea of the outside world. A dream, a fantasy.

         
         Outside—where he used to be, before. A long time ago.

         
         Thank goodness she’s there; thank goodness she hasn’t abandoned him and comes to visit him almost every week. Without her,
            he might not have survived.
         

         
         Without her, he’d probably be dead already.

         
         It’ll be daytime soon. Not a reassuring thought, however, because in here, day can be more dangerous than night.

         
         Most of the time, you don’t get to decide. You just have to put up with what comes your way. Inside these walls of hatred,
            he’s just a pawn, even if he has learned how to cope. In this leafless, vineless jungle, overrun by wild beasts, he has learned
            to watch his back, dodge, and return blows. Learned about sordid dealings and petty schemes. Learned to keep quiet when he
            has to—which is most of the time.
         

         
         Above all, Mathieu has learned patience. The kind he never thought himself capable of.

         
         He’s been waiting almost sixteen years.

         
         Sixteen years he’s been locked up.

         
         He turns toward the wall, listening to his heart beating in his chest.

         
         In the absence of dreams, memories flood his brain, seeping into his mind like so many drops of poisoned blood.

         
         Sixteen years . . .

         
          

         With his pack in hand, Mathieu makes his way down the deserted gangway. One of the correctional officers accompanies him,
               following three feet behind. Always behind, for fear of a sneak attack.

         
         It’s been a week since Mathieu was put in solitary confinement, in an arrivals cell, a week since his life was turned upside
               down.

         
         The major escorting him stops in front of a door and inserts a key into the lock.

         
         “In you go,” he orders.

         
         Intimidated, Mathieu hesitates for a moment. The major pushes him roughly inside.

         
         “Think I don’t have anything better to do?”

         
         A man sits in front of a small white table, a book in his hands. He’s in his sixties, with graying hair and gold-rimmed spectacles
               perched on his nose.

         
         “Some company for you, Cisco!” barks the major.

         
         Cisco doesn’t bat an eyelid, acts as if no one has come in.

         
         “Teach him the rules!” adds the guard.

         
         Cisco finally turns his head toward the entry. “That’s not what I’m here for, boss.”

         
         “True, you’re here because you’re a piece of shit.”

         
         The major locks the cell and Mathieu stands still, awkwardly clutching his pack. Cisco puts his book down and approaches his cellmate. “There are two free lockers left, over here,” he says.

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Mathieu places his meager belongings on a shelf, and his gaze takes in the cage. His new home. In this small room, everything
               is neatly arranged. A pile of books, a pile of clothes, a jar with a few pens in it, a photo of a young woman stuck on the
               wall.

         
         “Top bunk is mine,” says the older man.

         
         “Okay—I’m Mathieu.”

         
         “I’m Cisco. Just arrived?”

         
         “A week ago. I’ve been in a cell—”

         
         “I know where you’ve been. Have you at least had dinner?”

         
         “Not really.”

         
         Cisco opens the tiny fridge and takes out a plastic container.

         
         “It should be okay cold,” he says, removing the lid. “I made it myself.”

         
         “Thank you,” Mathieu repeats. “It looks good.”

         
         “Always better than the crap they serve in here,” Cisco sighs, handing the younger man some clean utensils. “Enjoy.”

         
         Mathieu settles into the only chair and devours the pasta with vegetables and herbs. Meanwhile, Cisco opens the window.

         
         “I smoke,” he warns. “I hope it’s—”

         
         “No problem,” Mathieu reassures him. “I don’t smoke, but it doesn’t bother me.”

         
         “That’s fortunate. But you’ll be a smoker, too, soon.”

         
         Cisco takes a homemade lighter from one of the lockers and lights a cigarillo. Silence lingers between the two men.

         
         “That was really good,” Mathieu says at last. “Thanks again.”

         
         “You won’t sleep well on an empty stomach. Everyone sleeps badly in here, anyway. Badly, but a lot.”

         
         Mathieu walks over to join his cellmate.

         
         “The major . . . does he call you a piece of shit often?” he asks.

         
         “He loves that kind of stuff. Insulting, belittling, humiliating us. But fortunately, they’re not all like him.”

         
         “He has no right to do that, does he? To insult us. . . .”

         
         Cisco stubs out his cigarette butt in a metal cup. He picks up his book and climbs onto the top bunk.

         
         “In here, there’s no such thing as rights.”

         
          

         When night comes, Mathieu can’t close his eyes.

         
         This night  . . .

         
         It’s the same as any other night.
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         Like a tomb.

         
         Not a star, not a glimmer of light, not a single hope.

         
         Consumed by hunger, fear, and loneliness. Barefoot in sticky, cold mud, huddled in a corner, he stares into the void. Crushed
               by the silence, he suddenly screams, howls. His voice, the voice of a flayed animal, bounces off the stone walls. He crawls
               along the floor, his hands sinking into a fetid substance. Soon, he plunges face-first into the mire. He can’t breathe, he’s
               suffocating  . . .

         
          

         Léonard sits up in bed. The light, still on, slowly brings reassurance.

         
         This nightmare has haunted him almost every night since—when? It seems like forever to him.

         
         Mona used to come and comfort him. She’d sit with him for as long as it took, telling him over and over that it was just a
            bad dream so that he’d go back to sleep. But ever since Joseph hanged himself, Mona has taken sleeping pills every night,
            and bad dreams no longer wake her.
         

         
         Léonard is alone with his demons.

         
         He picks up the postcard on the bedside table, admires the Caledonian pines, the eerily blue river, and the snowcapped peaks.

         
         One day, he’s sure, Jorge will return.

         
         If not, Léonard will go find him.

         
         Up there, in Glen Affric.

         
         *  *  *

         The first light of dawn enters the room. Léonard stands by the window, happy to see daylight again. The sunshine slowly dries
            up the mud of his nightmares, and the fear recedes; it curls into a ball in the pit of his stomach, ready to reemerge at the
            first opportunity.
         

         
         Last night, he couldn’t get back to sleep. So he found something to comfort himself, something to push away his terrible dream.
            A picture book for kids who can’t read yet. Or for those, like him, who still can’t read.
         

         
         The beautiful drawings help him forget the ugliness of his dreams. He knows the story by heart, as Mona has read it to him
            dozens of times. A tale with a perfect moral and a happy ending. A fable in which no one hangs himself in a barn, where no
            children have to face ferocious beasts.
         

         
         This morning, he looks through the book again, just as he did ten years ago, clutching a timeworn stuffed toy. The first two
            things Mona ever gave him. First, the black-eyed teddy bear. Then the book.
         

         
         He hears Mona get up and go down to the kitchen. He hides his treasures in a box under the bed, then stands in front of the
            window again. Darkness still lurks. It could snatch him back at any moment.
         

         
         He listens to the sounds of nature awakening, the house awakening. He’ll wait a while before joining his mother. She can’t
            know he hasn’t slept.
         

         
         He can’t stand it when she worries.

         
         When she suffers.

         
         *  *  *

         It’s still cold when Léonard sets off briskly down the road to the village. Every Saturday morning, the same ritual. At eight in the morning, he enters the convenience store through the staff entrance and greets Roberto, the owner. Stacks of cardboard boxes, each heavier than the last, wait behind the store. The delivery truck that drops them off has already left for another village. 

         
         Léonard puts on a pair of gloves and gets to work. A simple job: Take the boxes into the shed, then open them with a box cutter.
            With the strength of a minotaur, he lifts several of them at once.
         

         
         Within a half hour, his work is done.

         
         The store’s only employee never comes in on Saturdays, so Léonard has volunteered to take over the most physically demanding
            task. Despite the fact that Léonard is too young to work outside school vacations, and even though it’s illegal for him to
            carry heavy loads, Mona finally agreed.
         

         
         Léonard pockets his twenty euros and leaves the store. The village is busy; it’s market day. Some traders are just starting
            to unpack, and Léonard offers to help. Every week, a horticulturist pays him five euros to unload her van. In passing, he
            asks her the names of the flowers and plants. This morning she even lets him have a bouquet to give to his mother. Or maybe
            he’ll give it to Victoria.
         

         
         With nothing else to do, Léonard wanders around the village. The furniture workshop he helps out at isn’t open yet, so he
            has some time to kill. He checks out the shopwindows, wondering what he could buy Mona if he could afford it. What would she
            like? That scarf? This sweater? That lamp?
         

         
         But wondering is pointless; the money he earned this morning will wind up in the pockets of Jules and his henchmen. It’s for
            them that he does this work. For them, he carries boxes and unloads vans, while they sleep until noon.
         

         
         During school vacation, Léonard manages to work more and earn more. He keeps that money safe in his room. He doesn’t know
            what he’ll use it for yet.
         

         
         He arrives at the workshop to find the door closed. Across the street is the bar, the busiest place in town. A place of drinking,
            gambling, gossip and resentment, pain and loneliness.
         

         
         Sacha, the cabinetmaker who runs the workshop, stands inside, drinking an espresso. He spots Léonard and beckons to him. Léonard hesitates. Whenever he enters this place, he gets the unpleasant feeling that he is a target. With Sacha’s encouragement, Léonard crosses the threshold of the bar. Heads turn toward him; stares pierce him. Some of the customers smile at him; others just smile. Léonard knows almost everyone here. He goes up to Sacha, who’s leaning against the bar. 

         
         “Hey, kid, want a coffee?”

         
         “No, thank you.”

         
         “Did you have a good week?” Sacha asks.

         
         “Yeah, it was fine.”

         
         Sacha listens more than he talks. But Léonard has little to say, feeling increasingly uncomfortable in this place full of
            enemies.
         

         
         “Who are those pretty flowers for?” a man suddenly asks.

         
         It’s Grabat, a guy who runs a plumbing business. He’s small, frighteningly thin. He approaches his prey and takes the bouquet
            from the counter with his bony hands and dubious nails.
         

         
         “Are they for your mommy?” he asks.
         

         
         Several others in the bar start laughing, Léonard smiles vacantly, not knowing what to say.

         
         “Am I right? Are they for your old mommy?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” stammers Léonard.

         
         “What do you mean, you don’t know?” the plumber presses. “Or are they for your girlfriend?”

         
         “Leave him alone,” mutters Sacha.

         
         “What? I’m allowed to talk to him, aren’t I?”

         
         Sacha sighs and rummages in his pants pocket for a coin.

         
         “Tell me, big boy, have you learned to read yet?” continues the plumber.

         
         Léonard doesn’t stop smiling; his eyes dart from face to face, looking for support that never comes. “Yeah!”

         
         “Really!” exclaims Grabat. “And have you learned how to count, too?”

         
         “Well, yeah  . . .”

         
         “Wow, that’s great. Congratulations!”

         
         “Think he’ll graduate high school?” calls out Mr. Raymondi, the owner of the bar.

         
         “When he’s fifty,” says Grabat.

         
         Léonard’s smile freezes into an embarrassed grin as Mr. Raymondi continues. “Maybe he won’t turn out so useless after all!”

         
         “As long as he doesn’t end up like his brother,” says the plumber.

         
         Léonard frowns. “My brother’s in Glen Affric.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “Glen Affric,” Léonard repeats proudly.

         
         “In Africa, you say?”

         
         Several customers start to laugh. Sacha puts a coin on the counter and takes Léonard by the arm. “Come on,” he says.

         
         Right before he leaves the bar, Sacha stares at Grabat for a few seconds, a mocking smile on his face.

         
         “And when did you graduate high school, Grabat?” he asks. “Oh, right, I remember now: You never did!”
         

         
         He pushes open the door and Léonard follows, bouquet in hand. They cross the street and enter Sacha’s shop. It’s full of furniture
            waiting to be restored, pieces of wood of all sizes, cornices, pots of varnish. And tools, each more dangerous than the last.
            In the middle, there’s an old wood-burning stove.
         

         
         Suddenly, Léonard starts laughing.

         
         “What are you chuckling at?” asks Sacha, turning on the fluorescent lights.

         
         Léonard mimics Sacha’s stance as he left the bar. “Oh, right, I remember now: You never did!”

         
         He laughs until tears run down his face, while Sacha flashes a smile.

         
         “Take that, Grabat!” Léonard chuckles.

         
         “Next time, you try talking back to him. You need to learn to stand up for yourself.”

         
         Léonard stops laughing and looks across at the people inside the bar. He feels like he can hear them talking about him.

         
         “Yeah, but I don’t know how,” he admits.

         
         “It will come.”

         
         A man stops in front of the bar and lights a cigarette. Léonard stares at this giant with graying hair for several seconds.

         
         “What are you looking at?” asks Sacha.

         
         “Maréchal . . .”

         
         Sacha joins Léonard at the window.

         
         “I don’t like that guy,” mutters Léonard. “I don’t like his eyes. He seems like a nice guy, but . . . I’m sure he’s not.”

         
         Sacha shrugs.

         
         “You’re a little quick to judge, aren’t you?”

         
         “Mona says he’s a saint, but I don’t like him.”

         
         “Raising a child who’s not your own and who’s disabled to boot is no mean feat! He could easily have put his niece in a home.”

         
         “Yeah,” Léonard nods, unconvinced. “But how come we never see Angélique?”

         
         “I guess it’s not easy to bring her to the village, since she needs to be watched all the time.”

         
         “Who watches her when he’s at the bar?”

         
         Sacha shakes his head.

         
         “I assume he asks a neighbor to look after her while he’s away.”

         
         “A neighbor? But there’s nobody left in all of Peyrassieux!” Léonard reminds him. Maréchal lives in a hamlet—five or six crumbling
            houses—a few miles from Granviller.
         

         
         “The mailman doesn’t even go there anymore!” Léonard adds. “It’s just the crows, his niece, and him!”

         
         “Why don’t you ask him, then?” suggests Sacha, getting down to work.

         
         Léonard forgets Maréchal and puts on the old clothes he always leaves in the shop. He loves this place, with its smells of wood, wax, and varnish. He enjoys Sacha’s company, likes to watch him work. He’s always amazed to see these old pieces of furniture arrive in ruins and then leave again like new. Of course, he’s not allowed to touch the most dangerous tools like the jointer, saws, planers, or rippers, but Sacha entrusts him with simple tasks: hand-sanding, applying walnut stain to drawer bottoms, or waxing a piece of furniture before the customer comes to collect it. And when Léonard isn’t at school, Sacha sometimes calls him to help with deliveries or to carry a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, or a sideboard. A chance to pick up a small tip. 

         
         Every Saturday, Léonard spends two hours admiring Sacha’s skill and talent. And he often tidies up or cleans the workshop
            in exchange for some cash.
         

         
         When he can finally leave school behind and learn a trade, Léonard might become a cabinetmaker in his own right. But he’d
            also like to work with animals. He still hasn’t decided.
         

         
         At nearly sixty, Sacha hopes to find someone to succeed him, to take over the workshop, someone he can pass his craftsman
            skills on to.
         

         
         “I’m gonna get going,” says Léonard, looking at his watch. “I cleaned and organized the shed for you.”

         
         Sacha gives him ten euros and a pat on the shoulder.

         
         “See you next Saturday. And don’t let anyone step on your toes,” he adds. “Don’t let them tell you you’re an idiot or anything—because
            you’re not. You’re a good kid, brave and eager. And you’re no fool, far from it.”
         

         
         Léonard gives him a shy smile and immediately runs off.

         
         He’d rather Sacha didn’t see him cry.

         
          

         Another Saturday ritual. Probably the most enjoyable.

         
         Victoria’s mother drops her off at Mona’s at lunchtime and picks her up at around eight, when she’s done for the day. She and her husband own a building supply business, where Mona works during the week, some thirty miles from Granviller. 

         
         Mona looks after her bosses’ daughter for free, an arrangement that suits everyone—especially Léonard, who’s thrilled to get
            to hang out with Victoria every weekend. Sometimes, Hadrien joins them.
         

         
         Without them, Léonard would be lost. They are his friends, his only friends.

         
         Even though she’s only thirteen, Victoria is a very assertive girl. Curious about everything, eager to learn, and hyperconnected.
            Yet Léonard’s company seems to fill her with joy. She often says he’s not like other people, that he’s less superficial than
            the others.
         

         
         Today, she’s trying to convert her friend to ecology. For a half hour, she explains global warming, melting ice, and rising
            sea levels. Léonard listens with a blissful smile on his face. In his mind, he’s even younger than Victoria, who strikes him
            as an erudite teacher. He notices she’s wearing an adorable T-shirt that shows her stomach, has an extraordinary barrette
            in her long hair—it’s from Japan, she tells him—and she’s put color on her cheeks, gloss on her lips.
         

         
         Léonard thinks she’s pretty. He’d like it if she went to the same school as him, but her parents have enrolled her in a private
            Catholic school close to the town where their business is.
         

         
         “See? Paper shouldn’t be thrown in the trash, it should be recycled.”

         
         He nods, eager to agree with anything she says. To obey her every command. When she’s by his side, he feels strange things.
            He wonders if he’s in love with this porcelain-faced blond doll.
         

         
         “Are you listening to me, Léo?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “I don’t think you heard a thing!” she says in a huff.

         
         “I did!” insists Léonard. “I did hear you! I have to throw books in the yellow container and only eat vegetables that are in season and bike to the local farm to buy them. No meat, no fish, no milk. I can’t ever pass my driving test, I can’t ever fly and . . . but I’ve never flown, you know that!” 

         
         Victoria’s eyes widen as Mona starts to laugh. She’s been watching them for a while from her seat at the far end of the living
            room.
         

         
         “What about you? Have you ever been on a plane?”

         
         Embarrassed, the girl twists a lock of hair between her fingers.

         
         “Yes, my parents made me.”

         
         “Wow! Where’d you go?”

         
         Victoria lists the countries she’s been to on vacation. The Dominican Republic, Vietnam, the USA, Canada, Mauritius, Madagascar,
            Indonesia—far-off destinations that Léonard couldn’t even point out on a globe.
         

         
         “What about Scotland? Have you been to Scotland?”

         
         Victoria frowns, as if digging into her memory.

         
         “No,” she says finally. “Only London.”

         
         “Too bad,” says Léonard regretfully. “You could have told me about—”

         
         Mona suddenly leaves the room, slamming the door.

         
         “What’s up with her?”

         
         “It’s Jorge,” explains Léonard.

         
         “Jorge?”

         
         “My brother. He went to Scotland. To Glen Affric. And he never came back.”
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         She takes the kitten gently from the basket where he’s sleeping, then sits on the floor and lays him on her lap. He’s so tiny,
            so vulnerable. For long moments, her hand caresses the softness of his little body. Then she closes her eyes and smiles. This
            delicious contact sends shivers down her spine.
         

         
         Her smile widens, her face relaxes.

         
         She could do this for hours, maybe even days. In her head, something like a lullaby plays. She can’t remember where she heard
            it, but it’s etched in her memory forever and resurfaces from time to time.
         

         
         Her mouth opens slightly, but no sound escapes her lips. She’d like to sing this song for the little animal asleep in her
            lap. A long time ago, she would have liked to sing it for another little body.
         

         
         Another animal.

         
         It might have eased his fears.

         
         Suddenly, she freezes. A car engine, the slam of a car door, the glass door sliding on its rails. Then footsteps echo in the
            adjoining room. Heavy footsteps that snatch away her contentment. Her hand tightens on the feline’s fur. A key turns in the
            lock and the door opens. So do her eyes.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” growls a booming voice.

         
         The man grabs her by the arm and lifts her off the ground. He snatches the kitten out of her hands and throws it across the
            room.
         

         
         She starts to shake, and he pushes her toward the sink.

         
         “I asked you to clean up, didn’t I? And I find you sitting on the floor doing nothing? You lazy bitch, this place is disgusting!”

         
         He continues to bark reprimands, insults, slurs. He shakes her, brutalizes her, terrorizes her. “Get to work, you stupid bitch!”

         
         He grabs the kitten and throws him in the trash can before slamming the door. As soon as he leaves the kitchen, she takes
            the animal from the garbage and hugs him to her chest.
         

         
         He’s dead.

         
         She doesn’t know how long he’s been dead. Since yesterday, or maybe—was it two days ago?

         
         She doesn’t know why or how, but she’s sure that no lullaby will bring him back to life.

         
         So she lays him back in his basket and starts washing the dishes.
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         It’s been six months since he got the job. Three times a week, Mathieu spends four hours in the prison workshop. Four hours
            folding leaflets before packing them into crates. He gets roughly two euros an hour.
         

         
         Apparently, that’s legal.

         
         It’s better than nothing. Besides, positions like this don’t come cheap. Keep yourself busy for a while, get some relief from
            the boredom, believe you’re still useful. Use the money to make your day-to-day life a bit better. The repetitive task doesn’t
            require much concentration, so Mathieu lets his mind wander. Sometimes, he’s lucky enough to be flooded with memories from
            before, from outside. But most of the time they bring him right back here, inside these walls of doom.
         

         
         Today, as he often does, Mathieu is thinking about Cisco. . . .

         
          

         For the past three days, Mathieu has been learning about his new life with Cisco. He doesn’t know anything about him, doesn’t
               know the reason he’s incarcerated. All he’s been able to find out is that he’s been here for six months. The older man, who’s
               somewhere in his sixties, speaks little and reads a lot. Every day, he cooks and shares his culinary creations with his companion
               in misfortune. Embarrassed, Mathieu has promised to pay him back as soon as he can.

         
         “I wouldn’t say no,” said Cisco.

         
         This morning, they’re both waiting in the hallway for the inmates to leave their cells and for the guard to give the signal. Major Lefèvre is lurking in the hallway, too, so no one is talking.

         
         The slave army stands at attention.

         
         A young prisoner takes a few seconds too long to get out of the cage next to theirs.

         
         “Move your ass!” orders a guard.

         
         The major joins his subordinate in the doorway to the cell.

         
         “Two minutes, boss, I’m putting on my shoes!”

         
         “Why aren’t you ready?” bellows the major. “Think this is a hotel, asshole?”

         
         The young man manages to get his sneakers on, but as he leaves his cell, the major grabs him by the neck and slams him against
               the wall.

         
         “When it’s time, it’s time, you little bastard.”

         
         Shocked, Mathieu holds his breath. The major wrenches the young inmate’s arm behind his back and throws him back into his
               cell.

         
         “No yard time for you today!”

         
         He locks the door and looks around. All eyes are lowered, except those of a few prisoners. Lefèvre’s buddies, as Cisco calls them. A dozen inmates enjoy privileges, but it isn’t clear what they offer or what information they give
               the major in return. Some of the guards are also at his beck and call. The ones who don’t share his ideas about the job are
               sidelined and made to suffer almost as much as the inmates.

         
         The guard finally decides to give the signal, and the men march toward the courtyard. Once outside, they can breathe at last.

         
         Side by side, they do several laps around the yard to stretch their legs. Mathieu observes the others, the groups and clans.
               The ones who are by themselves, the ones who talk to themselves.

         
         “Have any of them been here long?” he asks.

         
         “No more than two or three years,” says Cisco. “This side of the prison is the short-stay wing. Main prison’s on the other
               side. And at the end is the juvenile section.”

         
         “What’s the difference?”

         
         “This part is for inmates awaiting trial. Like you, I guess. Or those doing less than two years. The main prison is for those who’ve been tried and sentenced to more than two years.”

         
         “And are you awaiting trial, too?”

         
         Cisco gives no reply. He settles down on a free bench and lights up one of his brown cigarettes. Mathieu continues to observe
               the inmates, taking careful note of their habits.

         
         “Don’t look at them like that,” advises the older man. “It could cost you.”

         
         “Why?” asks Mathieu, amazed.

         
         “To look is to provoke. In here, you have to look down or away. Unless you’re at the top of the hierarchy.”

         
         “The hierarchy? What hierarchy?”

         
         Cisco smiles.

         
         “At the very top are the cop killers. . . .”

         
         Mathieu sits down next to him and stares at his shoes, listening attentively.

         
         “At the same level, the bank robbers. Then there are the murderers, the traffickers, crooks of all kinds—the terrorists. At
               the bottom of the ladder are the rapists. We call them nonces in here. And even further down, way down at the very bottom, are the pedophiles and child murderers.”

         
         Mathieu’s chest constricts, and he can hardly breathe.

         
         “But that’s all changing nowadays.” The older man sighs as he crushes his cigarette butt. “These days, it’s a jungle. Nobody
               respects the code anymore. Before, when the guards were decent, the inmates showed them a little respect. These days, it’s
               a free-for-all! Guys listen to music at full blast in their cages without a thought for anyone who might want some peace and
               quiet. They insult you, spit in your face—no, it’s not like it used to be.”

         
         “Like it used to be? But you told me you’d been here six months! I don’t follow.”

         
         “I’ve been here for six months. That doesn’t mean this is my first year in the slammer. Anyway, now you know your place,” Cisco finishes.
               “But I don’t want to know it, okay?”

         
          

         Mathieu continues folding leaflets and putting them in crates. Cisco hasn’t been around for a long time, but he sometimes
            feels like he can hear his voice.
         

         
         In the prison hierarchy, Cisco was at the top of the ladder.

         
         Mathieu was at the bottom.

         
         The corrections officer signals that it’s time to stop, and Mathieu passes through the security gate. After a cursory search,
            he’s allowed to return to his cell. He washes his face and looks at himself in the mirror. When he came in, he was young.
            Now, he’s not really any age. He lies down on his bed and stares at the ceiling.
         

         
         Mathieu recalls that before, he used to have plans.

         
         A future.

         
         He wavered between many different paths in life, debated the merits of each in his head. Choosing education, a job, a career.

         
         Just to have the choice.

         
         Choice—a luxury long forgotten. But he’s forgotten so many things. He’s buried his hopes and dreams. In everyone’s eyes, he’s
            just a prisoner, a criminal, a waste product that society tries its hardest to recycle.
         

         
         Now, he’s almost forgotten his name.

         
         Now, Mathieu is just a number.

         
         Prisoner number 8275.
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         Sadly, fall vacation is coming to an end.

         
         Fortunately, there’s still a weekend to go before he has to get back in the ring.

         
         This week, Léonard celebrated his sixteenth birthday with his friends Hadrien and Victoria, who gifted him a metal and leather
            bracelet. November 6—Saint Léonard’s Day. As they were eating the cake Mona had baked, Victoria asked why his birthday and
            his saint’s day fell on the same day.
         

         
         “Nobody knows when I was born,” said Léonard. “So Mona decided that would be my birthday.”

         
         Mona has bought him a digital watch, since he sometimes gets mixed up reading watch hands, confusing the large one with the
            small one. The white numerals shine against a black background, and it lights up at night. He never takes it off. It’s waterproof,
            so he can keep it on in the shower. He doesn’t take it off to sleep, either, so when fear invites itself under his blankets,
            he can press the little button on the side and it gleams, a lighthouse in the eye of the storm.
         

         
          

         Today is Saturday and Victoria has come to spend the day with them. After lunch, the two friends head down to the village to run an errand for Mona. As they stroll down the pedestrian street, Victoria discusses beauty diktats and the role of social media in promoting them. She talks about her girlfriends and their retouched selfies: bigger, almond-shaped eyes—blue, if possible—a more refined nose. Victoria admits to being influenced by them and even having a complex. 

         
         “But you’re beautiful,” Léonard insists.

         
         “You think so?”

         
         “Oh, yes. That’s for sure.”

         
         “Thanks—you are, too, you know. Not beautiful, I mean, but you’re very handsome!” She bursts out laughing.

         
         He blushes. Victoria keeps laughing. They head into the drugstore, and while Léonard waits in line, Victoria lingers in front
            of the makeup counter. Léonard hands Mona’s prescription to the pharmacist then joins his friend, who stands staring at the
            nail polishes.
         

         
         “Which one do you like best?” she asks.

         
         Léonard looks bewildered for a moment. He had no idea there were so many shades of red or pink. For her, it should be a pastel
            shade, soft and discreet. He chooses a pearly beige.
         

         
         “This one.”

         
         “You’re right, it’s beautiful. But too expensive! I’ll wait for you outside.”

         
         As soon as she leaves the drugstore, Léonard grabs the little bottle and heads for the cash register. With the money he earned
            working for Sacha that morning, he buys the nail polish, collects Mona’s medication, and joins his friend. Outside, he offers
            her his gift. She stands on tiptoe, but he still has to bend over so she can kiss him on the cheek.
         

         
         “I can’t wait to try it on!”

         
         Continuing on their way, they arrive at Granviller’s central square, where Léonard suddenly stops, as if he has just hit a
            wall.
         

         
         A few yards away are Jules and his gang—Alban, Jérémy, Thomas.

         
         The boys are sitting by the fountain, their scooters around them.

         
         “Are you coming?” asks Victoria impatiently.

         
         “Um—no, let’s go a different way.”

         
         “But why?”

         
         Too late. His enemies have spotted him.

         
         “Hey, retard, what are you doing here? Got some money for me?”

         
         Now that she’s caught on, Victoria grabs Léonard’s hand and leads him toward the square. The insults fly.

         
         “Found yourself a girlfriend, retard?”

         
         “You’re robbing the cradle!” Jules guffaws.

         
         Victoria marches up to the laughing teenager. Head held high, smiling, she stares at him for a moment.

         
         “Hey, Victoria, what the hell are you doing with this retard?” Jules sneers.

         
         She takes a tissue from her pocket and holds it out to him.

         
         “You have snot on your nose,” she says.

         
         Jules gapes, then runs a finger under his nostrils. His friends laugh and he turns scarlet.

         
         “But that’s okay,” adds Victoria. “One day, you’ll grow up. You might even get as big as Léo. And your mom won’t have to wipe
            your ass anymore, you’ll see.”
         

         
         With a confident stride, she joins Léonard, takes his petrified hand in hers once more, and pulls him along in her wake. As
            soon as they’re away from the group, she lets go of his hand.
         

         
         “Have you told your mother about this? All the stuff they put you through. Did you talk to her about it?”

         
         “No,” admits Léonard. “They said they’d hurt her, so—”

         
         “They’re bluffing,” says Victoria. “They’re just a bunch of jerks.”

         
         “I don’t know. . . . I don’t want anything to happen to her!”

         
         “They’d never dare,” she continues. “Besides, Mona knows how to take care of herself, so don’t worry about her.”

         
         “So do you, I’d say!”

         
         Victoria starts to laugh. A laugh that sounds wonderful to Léonard. Like balm on a wound.

         
         “You won’t tell her, will you?” he begs.

         
         “No. Because it’s your job to talk to her, not mine.”

         
         *  *  *

         Ensconced in her old armchair, Mona is reading a novel. On the sofa opposite her, Léonard is petting Arsène, who purrs loudly.

         
         “You should go up to bed,” she says, looking up. “It’s getting late.”

         
         “I’m not sleepy,” replies Léonard.

         
         “But you worked hard today!”

         
         “Yeah, but I’m not tired. Not yet . . .”

         
         She closes the book and puts it on the side table.

         
         “Well, I’m going upstairs to bed.”

         
         Léonard checks that there’s nothing left in the fireplace besides a few smoldering embers, then follows his mother upstairs.
            After a quick trip to the bathroom, he undresses and slips under his slightly chilly sheets.
         

         
         His mother knocks on his door.

         
         “May I come in?”

         
         “Yes!”

         
         She walks in and leans over to place a kiss on his forehead.

         
         “Good night, son.”

         
         “Will you stay with me for a little while?”

         
         Mona sits on the bed next to the cat, who’s settled in for the night.

         
         “He shouldn’t sleep in the bedroom,” she says mechanically.

         
         She’s said these same words almost every night for four years.

         
         “Why? He doesn’t bother me.”

         
         “He sheds everywhere!”

         
         “Will you tell me a story?” asks Léonard with a smile.

         
         “What story do you want?”

         
         “You know the one!”

         
         The two of them have been playing this private game for years. He never tires of hearing this story.

         
         Their story.

         
         “You know it by heart!” Mona reminds him.

         
         “That’s okay, I still want to hear it again.”

         
         “It was a Thursday morning, November 6,” Mona begins. “It was raining a little, but—”

         
         “It wasn’t cold,” says Léonard.

         
         “No, it wasn’t cold. I was on my way to work, but my car wouldn’t start, so—”

         
         “So you walked,” her son continues.

         
         “Yes, I had to walk down to the village to catch a bus. As I was walking along the road, suddenly . . .”
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         Insomnia.

         
         Again.

         
         All those hours when sleep evades him. Nights he spends cursing the past, forgetting the future. This slow, never-ending nightmare.
            Lost time that he’ll never get back. Stolen years, slaughtered youth, shattered hopes.
         

         
         He remembers the day everything changed. The police officers who came to the house early in the morning, ripping him from
            his dreams, violating his privacy. The handcuffs around his wrists, his parents’ cries, the tears in his mother’s eyes, the
            doubt in his father’s. The stark prison cell. The never-ending interrogations that strip away all privacy. Always the same
            questions asked ten times—a hundred times. They waited for an answer that never came. Humiliated him, starved him, threatened
            him. And above all, they took turns keeping him awake. Until he broke down, ready to confess to anything and everything.
         

         
         Confess just to get some silence, some solitude, some semblance of calm before the terrible storm.

         
         Confess, to get permission to drink and sleep.

         
         He was brought before a judge, then transferred to prison. The first night’s meant to be the hardest. But all the nights are.

         
         The days, too. . . .

         
          

         It’s morning, and Major Lefèvre paces the hallway as the inmates wait to go on their walk. Everyone knows he’s always looking
               for trouble, for a chance to show off his strength and power.

         
         Mathieu and Cisco exchange knowing glances. After three months in the same cage, they’re thick as thieves. They know each other without knowing anything about their pasts or what they’ve done. But what does it matter?

         
         A young Black guy—a new arrival the previous day from another prison—begins to get impatient.

         
         “What the fuck are they doing?”

         
         “Shut the fuck up, Negro.”

         
         “Hey, don’t insult me!”

         
         This is the signal the major’s team has been waiting for. Two guards pounce on the newcomer and take him back to his cell.
               Then, the major closes the door. From the hallway, everyone hears the young man scream as the guards beat him up. No one moves,
               but Mathieu feels the lava coursing through his veins. When the guards come out, the major looks satisfied. Satiated, at last.
               Despite his fear, despite Cisco’s advice, Mathieu cannot hold back.

         
         “You have no right to do that,” he says simply.

         
         Lefèvre plants himself in front of Mathieu and stares at him for a few seconds before saying, “What about you, you fucking
               nonce? You had the right to rape a young girl, did you?”

         
         All eyes converge on Mathieu, as if on a single target.

         
         “Oh, sorry,” adds Lefèvre with a loathsome sneer. “I have no right to say that.”

         
         Then he bursts out laughing and gives the order to move.

         
         “Stay close to me in the yard,” Cisco whispers. “Don’t wander off.”

         
         Mathieu’s chest is about to burst; he realizes his life now hangs by a thread. Once outside, he and Cisco sit on a bench.

         
         “I’m innocent,” says Mathieu in a loud voice. “Innocent!”

         
         “You can yell as loud as you want; it won’t change a thing,” Cisco warns. “The damage is done; it’s too late. Now you have
               to be constantly on your guard. Whenever you’re out of your cell, you watch out. Understand?”

         
         “It wasn’t me!” Mathieu insists.

         
         “Save your words for the judges. I just told you: It’s too late.”

         
         Several of the prisoners watch him, talking in hushed tones. But no one approaches.

         
         “Let them come! Why aren’t they coming over?”

         
         “Because I’m here,” says Cisco.

         
         After the walk, the older man has no more to say to his cellmate. The afternoon drags on and Mathieu, lying on his bed, listens
               to the sounds of the prison. Televisions blare, men shout. He wonders how Cisco manages to read through the incessant racket.

         
         “Have you decided to stop talking to me?”

         
         “I haven’t decided anything.”

         
         “I’m innocent, Cisco. Victim of a miscarriage of justice.”

         
         “If you knew how many times I’ve heard that one—”

         
         “It’s the truth, I swear. I . . . they accused me of murdering my girlfriend, and one of my buddies, too. But it wasn’t me!
               I loved that girl. I could never have killed her.”

         
         “Love is the greatest motivator for crime.”

         
         “I didn’t kill her!” Mathieu insists. “You have to believe me.”

         
         “You need the cops to believe you. It doesn’t matter to me.”

         
         “Yes, but it matters to me. I’m not a killer. Not a rapist.”

         
         Cisco climbs down the ladder, pulls up the chair, and sits down opposite Mathieu.

         
         “If what you say is true, that’s the ultimate misfortune. It’s terrible to end up here. But to end up here when you’re innocent,
               that’s intolerable.”

         
         “Why don’t you believe me?” begs Mathieu, his eyes blurry with tears. “You think I’m lying? You don’t trust me?”

         
         “I’ve seen men forget their crime, erase it from their memory because it was so hard to bear.”

         
         “No, Cisco. There’s nothing for me to forget.”

         
         The older man takes a moment to reflect. He gets up and looks out the window.

         
         “I told you to hold your tongue in front of Lefèvre,” he says suddenly.

         
         “I know, but—”

         
         “But what? It didn’t make any difference to the guy who got beat up, did it? For you, on the other hand, those words are going
               to change everything. From now on, you’re a target. You’ve kicked open the front door of the subhuman category and walked
               right in. And they will have a field day with you, believe me.”

         
         Mathieu wipes away his tears.

         
         “Will you protect me?”

         
         “There’s not much I can do about that scumbag, Lefèvre. You’ll have to be strong, kiddo.”

         
         “Why are the others scared of you?”

         
         Cisco cracks a vague smile, his eyes glued to the barbed wire.

         
         “Probably because I’m dangerous.”

         
         He returns to the bunk beds.

         
         “You see, in here you have to stay dignified—always dignified. When a guard comes into your cell, you’re inviting him into your home. You’re hosting him, not the other way around. Always stay on your feet, always be dressed and clean shaven.”

         
         Mathieu listens attentively.

         
         “Even when you end up on the block—because it’s bound to happen to you—you stay dignified. You take care of your appearance,
               your choice of words. Never let yourself go. Never, you hear?”

         
         “Okay—”

         
         “If you feel like crying, wait until everyone else is asleep. Don’t let anyone hear you. If you end up having to stay here
               for a while, educate yourself. Read, learn, sharpen your senses and your intelligence—brains are just as important as muscles.
               They’re more important than muscles. Learn to keep quiet when you need to keep quiet. Learn to answer when you need to answer.
               And always use the right words.”

         
         It’s the first time Cisco has talked this much. As if this were urgent. As if he were about to leave this planet and was dispensing
               his last words of advice.

         
         “You grow, you raise yourself up,” continues the older man. “Never put yourself down. Stay dignified, always dignified, kiddo. That’s how you make an impression. That’s how you build a reputation. And in here, reputation is life.”

         
         “I understand,” mutters Mathieu.

         
         Just then, the cell door opens and the major appears, flanked by two of his guards.

         
         “Cisco, you’re changing cells.”

         
         “Why?” Cisco asks.

         
         “Because I said so.”

         
         Cisco looks him straight in the eye. For several long moments, they face off in silence.

         
         “Found a new toy?” asks Cisco.

         
         “Mind your own business.”

         
         “Be careful what you do, Major.”

         
         “I don’t give a shit about your advice,” retorts the officer. “Grab your stuff and follow me, or I’ll call for backup.”

         
         “Three against one and you’re still shitting bricks?” Cisco smiles. “Mind you—you know damn well you’d need more than two
               guys to get the better of me. So leave my friend alone and everything will stay in order. And you like order, don’t you, Major?”

         
         Lefèvre hesitates for a moment, then takes a step back. Finally, he turns around and disappears. Mathieu stares in amazement
               at the closed door, then at the man who shares his cell. A man who doesn’t look like much but knows how to make an impression.
               His calmness, the power he exudes.

         
         Night creeps into the immense building forgotten by civilization. Silence gradually returns, broken only by the cries of the
               occupant of cell 45. He is a J-Cat, as they’re called in here. His mental illness means he spends his time screaming and banging his head against the walls.
               Everyone’s used to it. No one pays any attention to him or his agonized cries. No medicine or doctor can soothe him.

         
         That night, despite his anguish, Mathieu manages to sleep for five hours straight. When he wakes up, he decides to follow his friend’s advice. He starts with a set of push-ups, then shaves and gets dressed. When the guard opens the door at seven in the morning, he’s ready.

         
         On the walk, he stays beside his protector, and the only things that strike him are stares. Looks of hatred, of contempt.
               Here, men need to prove to themselves that there’s someone even viler than themselves.

         
         From now on, that someone will be Mathieu.

         
         He’s aware of the risks Cisco’s taking by acting as a shield.

         
         Cisco exchanges a few words with other prisoners while keeping an eye on his protégé. He’s talking about him—Mathieu knows
               it—he’s taking up his cause with the kingpins.

         
         In the afternoon, Cisco combs his hair and puts on cologne before leaving the cell; his daughter is waiting for him in the
               visiting room. Mathieu pinches a book from the shelf and settles on his bed.

         
         He has time to read only one chapter.

         
         The door opens and two inmates come in. They pounce on him, and he struggles, howls, and fights back. But he doesn’t stand
               a chance. Doubled up on the floor, he takes kicks to the ribs, head, and spine.

         
         From the hallway, the major enjoys the show.

         
         When Mathieu stops moving, when his voice dies away, the two men leave him and the door closes.

         
         Two hours later, Cisco returns from the visiting room to find Mathieu lying on the floor. Conscious but in a state of shock.

         
         “Bastard,” he murmurs.

         
         He tries to get the young man back on his feet.

         
         “Come on, get up,” he orders. “Get up, for God’s sake!”

         
         Mathieu gets up and Cisco sits him down on the chair. He cleans his bloody face and makes him swallow a pill.

         
         “It’ll pass, kiddo,” he says. “It’ll pass, you’ll see.”

         
         “No!” moans Mathieu.

         
         “Yes, it will. Tomorrow you’ll be up and out in the yard. Understand?”

         
         The next day, Mathieu goes down for his walk.

         
          

         Six months later, after one too many excesses, the major is transferred to another prison. A few weeks later, Cisco is also
            gone. Off to the faraway main prison, off to serve a life sentence. Mathieu will probably never see him again. But he still
            hears his voice, still reads the books he left him.
         

         
         From the first day of his imprisonment—even before his trial—he’d been trampled, crushed, and humiliated. He’d been beaten,
            body and soul. Some predicted he’d die and promised all manner of torments. Those who had the keys and those who would never
            have them taught him fear, the kind of fear that never leaves you—not when you’re alone, not even when you’re finally able
            to sleep.
         

         
         He had no weapons, didn’t know how to defend himself. No claws, no fangs. Much less armor.

         
         But he had Cisco.

         
         Over the weeks and months, his intelligence became an ally to his muscles. In the shadow of these walls, he had to be clever,
            cunning, and ready for compromise. He needed to build a reputation, command respect, inspire fear. Forge a legend, even if
            it had no foundation.
         

         
         Stay dignified. Always dignified. Mathieu didn’t forget his mentor’s words and advice.

         
         The words that saved his life.

         
         Even after Cisco left, Mathieu never gave up. They tried to demolish him, but he’s still here, still standing, still alive.
            Now, he’s among those who reign over this merciless labyrinth. With rage in his heart, hatred in his soul.
         

         
         Despite what the courts may have believed, he was an ordinary young man when he arrived here.

         
         He was an innocent man.

         
         Now he’s capable of anything. This sense of cruel injustice made him scream over and over, then cry even more often, and ultimately
            change into a war machine.
         

         
         The desire to kill, the desire to crush someone.

         
         Sixteen years, they gave him.

         
         For crimes he didn’t commit.
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         She always worries when he comes home late. She’s like that, Mona. Worries over anything and everything. Still, it means she
            loves him, so he takes her fear and scolding in stride and quickens his pace.
         

         
         On Sundays, once Léonard has finished his homework, he’s allowed to go for a walk in the woods. Today he has spent the whole
            afternoon in what he calls his den. His second home. A place he found about two years ago. At the top of a knoll, two huge boulders lie against each other,
            forming a triangle, and Léonard built his hiding place in the middle. He discovered the entrance by chance behind some dense
            vegetation. He can stand for the first yard, then has to bend in half to go any farther. It’s something of a rocky tent where
            he feels safe. He’s dug down a bit into the ground and set up his hideout as best he can. His kingdom, his impregnable fortress.
         

         
         He’s brought his toy soldiers, his paper heroes, and some items that were cluttering up his room. He’s brought his imagination,
            his dreams, his nightmares, and his secrets.
         

         
         He spends hours there. Playing, talking, laughing. From the top of the embankment, through the thicket that hides the entrance
            to his lair, he sometimes catches a glimpse of a doe, a fox, or a hiker below.
         

         
         Seeing without being seen.

         
         He dreams of sleeping there, for one night at least, but Mona says absolutely not.

         
         Leaving the wide, muddy track, Léonard takes a shortcut, a rough path that drops down to the village, still so far away, so tiny. Seen from here, it looks like the model Léonard admired at the town hall last month. His grooved soles skid on gravel, rolling over pebbles, but he doesn’t hesitate for an instant, sure-footed and perfectly balanced. 

         
         The sun casts its last rays over the mountain, turning the sky red and stretching out the shadows of the tall trees.

         
         It’s been a beautiful day, and Léonard begins to sing softly. He’s forgotten the name of the song, but it doesn’t matter.
            He forgets so many things, and so often! Yet Léonard never gets lost; he can find his way even in a thick fog. Mona shouldn’t
            worry about him so much.
         

         
         At the end of the shortcut, he rejoins the dirt road just as the sun dips below the horizon. He checks the watch his mother
            gave him; it’s already five o’clock. Armed with a piece of wood, Léonard plays at clipping the weeds on the side of the road
            while keeping up his brisk pace. He thinks of Victoria and smiles: What she pulled off the day before, the way she shut Jules
            up! He remembers her hand in his, remembers squeezing it hard, even if it was only for a few seconds.
         

         
         He takes a piece of chewing gum from his pocket; that afternoon, he had smoked a cigarette. Hadrien occasionally swipes some
            from his big sister and shares them with him. Léonard doesn’t like them much, but he supposes that doing the same things Jules
            and his friends do might give him a chance of being accepted. He chews his Malabar gum dutifully because Mona has a good sense
            of smell. She can’t find out!
         

         
         In the distance, the roof of the farmhouse comes into view. He’ll be home soon, and his mother will be relieved.

         
         Their house towers above all the others, the highest in the village. Right behind it, the thick forest begins. Léonard often
            thinks of his home as the link between man and nature, a sort of porous border between civilization and the wild.
         

         
         Kind of like him, in the end.

         
         He’s still singing. He likes to sing when no one can hear him. Silly songs sometimes, but what does it matter? A whippoorwill
            responds, ushering in the twilight. Despite his tardiness, Léonard takes the time to listen to it, to mimic it clumsily. Then
            he resumes his frantic race before stopping to pick up a pebble. Every day, he steals one and puts it in the big iron box
            hidden under his bed. Every day, he chooses the most beautiful one. It has to be more beautiful than the one from the day
            before. He tells himself that in a few months, a few years, he’ll be able to build a new path with these countless little
            stones.
         

         
         A path to something else.

         
         A path to Glen Affric.

         
         *  *  *

         “Hadrien’s been waiting for you for an hour,” Mona chides him.

         
         “I forgot he was coming,” Léonard confesses.

         
         His mother rolls her eyes and Léonard joins his friend, who’s waiting in the living room in front of the TV. They high-five
            and head upstairs to be on their own.
         

         
         They’ve known each other since elementary school, where they were only in the same class for the first year. Then Léonard
            fell behind and Hadrien got ahead.
         

         
         Because Hadrien is gifted, as Mona likes to say.
         

         
         Despite their differences, the two teenagers get on famously. No doubt because Hadrien is having trouble growing up. Finding
            classes too easy, able to read several books a day, he doesn’t fit in and finds it hard to cope with the world.
         

         
         “Did you see Victoria yesterday?”

         
         Léonard describes his afternoon in a few words.

         
         “She told me about polar bears, plastic soup, and glypho . . . glypho-thingy.”

         
         “Glyphosate?”

         
         “Yeah, that’s it. And you should have heard what she said to Jules and his buddies!”

         
         “Go on, tell me!”

         
         Léonard recounts the incident, making no attempt to embellish his own role.

         
         “Damn, I wish I’d been there,” Hadrien says.

         
         “And she said I was handsome.”

         
         “Handsome?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         Hadrien observes his friend with a smile. He’d like to look like him. To be tall and strong like him, to have his face with
            those fine, delicate features.
         

         
         “She said my eyes were absinthe green.”

         
         “Absinthe green?”

         
         “Yeah, I don’t know what absinthe is, but—”
         

         
         “It’s a plant. It’s used to make a strong alcohol they call the Green Fairy, which was the drink of choice for artists in
            the nineteenth century.”
         

         
         Léonard looks at Hadrien with admiration. He has no idea how he manages to amass so much knowledge.

         
         “And Victoria is an expert on beauty ticktacks. So she knows what she’s talking about!” Léonard concludes.

         
         “Ticktacks?”
         

         
         “Something like that, or—something like Snapchat or Insta—”

         
         “Diktats, right?”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         Hadrien patiently explains the meaning of this mysterious word, and Léonard finally understands.

         
         “Are you gonna eat with us?” he asks hopefully.

         
         “Yes. My dad’s picking me up around ten.”

         
         “Are you leaving tomorrow?”

         
         “Unfortunately, yes. And the school year’s only just beginning.”

         
         Since last year, Hadrien has been attending a boarding high school. His fate has proved to be much the same as Léonard’s.
            Before, they were both at Albert-Camus Middle School and were able to help each other out, even though they weren’t in the
            same class. One was the brain; the other, the brawn.
         

         
         Now, they’re on their own.

         
         Facing the others.

         
         Different from the others.

         
         Prey, of course.

         
         *  *  *

         It’s Monday morning, and it’s cold, dark, and raining. Léonard pulls up the collar of his jacket and sets off toward the village.

         
         Another week in hell.

         
         Five days of enduring it. Paying for an error he doesn’t remember committing.

         
         Léonard had considered faking sick this morning, but he doesn’t know how to lie. Especially not to Mona. So he smiled at her,
            kissed her, and left the house, his bag slung over his shoulders. Before breakfast, he had spent a half hour looking for Arsène,
            who hadn’t been back all night. Maybe Hadrien’s presence had disturbed him? It’s not the first time he’s disappeared, but
            Léonard worries every time.
         

         
         Once in the square, he keeps his distance from the bus stop, where a few middle schoolers huddle together. Some of them smile
            cautiously; others wave. These are the harmless ones, merely indifferent. His enemies haven’t arrived yet. They won’t attack
            him here, though—they’ll wait for the right moment. The masked hero sits in the right pocket of his jeans. It would be nice
            if he could come here and save him one day.
         

         
         But he left for Glen Affric and never came back.

         
         Jules and his cronies arrive in the car belonging to Jules’s father, one of Granviller’s two doctors. Doctor Ferrand has no idea that his son is a torturer, a tormentor. He’s full of praise for his heir, who plays his role with skill, talent, and duplicity. In the eyes of many, Jules is the perfect teenager: polite, helpful to old ladies with their shopping, gifted, successful in his studies. Until last year, he even went to mass with his parents every Sunday. 

         
         Léonard sometimes thinks his enemy is like a wormy apple—perfect on the outside, rotten on the inside.

         
         Once the doctor drives off, Jules turns toward his scapegoat and stares at him. From the look on his face alone, Léonard knows
            it’s going to be a tough week.
         

         
         The bus finally pulls up, and the students hurry to get on and out of the rain. Léonard sits in his usual spot just behind
            the driver. The miles go by, sad and pale.
         

         
         The ponds, even grayer than usual. White birds, stiff with cold.

         
         Squat farmhouses surrounded by fields.

         
         The oak tree just before the train bridge.

         
         Brambles on the fences, as voracious as ever. Cows with muddy hooves. Their deaths imminent.

         
         Léonard clutches the action figure in his hand.

         
         They arrive at Albert-Camus Middle School, and Léonard smokes a cigarette outside the school gates. He can’t get used to the
            taste in his mouth, the burning in his throat, but he keeps hoping that this new habit will make him less unpopular.
         

         
         The week begins with French class, and he drags his feet to Building D. As he waits outside the door of the block, he listens
            to his classmates talking about their weekend.
         

         
         He, too, has a story to tell. But no one to tell it to.

         
         Next to Building E, Jules is showing off to his classmates. He’s wearing new clothes, always the latest fashion. Always perfect.

         
         Mr. Michalac, the French teacher, appears as the bell rings and leads his flock of sheep to room D23. Léonard heads to the back, where the dunces sit, and takes out his things. There are twenty-nine students in class 5B. An odd number. Somebody is inevitably going to be sitting on their own. 

         
         Why shouldn’t it be Léonard?

         
         Mr. Michalac gets started on today’s lesson. Grammar and conjugation.

         
         Léonard is the oldest in his class. The tallest.

         
         The least gifted.

         
         Almost all the other students are twelve years old. Léonard has just turned sixteen.

         
         He tries to concentrate on the teacher’s words, tries to follow his reasoning. Are all languages as complicated as French?

         
         His mind starts to wander. Everything gets mixed up in his poor head. Letters, words, agreements.

         
         Nothing but dissonance.

         
         Soon he’s spinning out of control and into the void. He turns his head toward the window; his mind mingles with the rain.
            He would so love to be outside. Somewhere else, far from here.
         

         
         Walking alongside Loch Ness, taking the little road he once followed on a map of Scotland. The one that leads to Glen Affric. . . .

         
         “Léonard?”

         
         All eyes converge on the back of the room.

         
         “Léonard?” repeats the teacher, raising his voice.

         
         No reaction. Mr. Michalac comes over and bangs on the desk. Léonard jumps, and the others start laughing.

         
         “Are you with us, Léonard?”

         
         He nods.

         
         “Can you tell me what we were talking about just now?”

         
         “Uh . . .”

         
         More laughter and jokes erupt in the room.

         
         “Stop,” orders the teacher. “Be quiet.”

         
         He returns to the blackboard, then turns to stare at Léonard.

         
         “If there’s anything you don’t understand, don’t hesitate to ask questions, okay?”

         
         “He doesn’t understand anything!” a voice calls out.
         

         
         “Who said that?” asks Mr. Michalac indignantly.

         
         No one owns up, so the teacher lets it drop. He resumes his lesson and Léonard tries to pretend he’s paying attention. But
            the fog spreads through his skull, paralyzing his neurons.
         

         
         Every day here is a day wasted, he’s sure of it. In this school, there’s no adaptive learning center for students like him,
            who struggle in a traditional school system. At the end of elementary school, he was offered a place at one of these centers,
            but he would have had to travel even farther from home. And because he would not have been able to get home every evening,
            boarding would have been the only option. He and Mona had hesitated.
         

         
         Neither of them wanted that separation.

         
         Neither was ready for it.

         
          

         Léonard sits alone in the cafeteria as well. There are three eighth graders at his table because everywhere else is full.
            But they’re only there by chance and don’t speak to him.
         

         
         He appreciates the solitude of his den.

         
         He hates the feeling of solitude in the middle of a hundred or so other kids.

         
         He used to hang out with Hadrien at lunchtime and recess, which was a nice change from the wretched feeling of not being part
            of this world.
         

         
         Now he is truly, completely alone.

         
         He dispatches his meal in ten minutes before taking refuge in the library, somewhere he’ll be safe. He leaves his bag by the
            entryway, like the rules say, and the librarian greets him coldly.
         

         
         She doesn’t like students who can’t read.

         
         He picks out a manga and sits down in a corner. At least he can look at the drawings.

         
         Soon, he’s staring into space. Once again, he’s drifted off into a universe where everything is slow. A strange world where
            he sails on a sea of cotton, without a breath of wind, a hushed place where noises are muffled, where time no longer exists.
         

         
         When he wakes up from his reverie, it’s already time to get back to class. Luckily, gym is next, the only place where he’s
            not bottom of the class. When it comes to athletics, he eclipses everyone else with his speed and endurance. With his high
            jump and long jump. His unbeatable shot put distance.
         

         
         In this subject, he has an A-plus, making him the best.

         
         After two hours of sports, Léonard leaves the locker rooms and finds himself on the playground. He heads for the boys’ lavatory,
            which is crowded at recess, like always. He waits, looking around: no enemies on the horizon. A monitor patrols the area,
            which reassures him.
         

         
         Finally, he’s able to enter the bathroom, with its persistent smell of chemicals and urine.

         
         That’s when he sees them.

         
         They were waiting for him inside.

         
         Alban and Jérémy each grab him by an arm and throw him into a stall where their leader is waiting. Jules locks the door before
            violently pushing Léonard, who lands on the toilet. No doubt Jules can’t stand to see his victim towering seven inches above
            him.
         

         
         “So, retard, did you have a good weekend with your old lady and your little faggot—what’s his name again? Oh, yeah, Hadrien!”

         
         Léonard doesn’t reply. He never replies. He takes a ten-euro note from his jeans pocket and hands it to his tormentor.

         
         “Is that all?”

         
         Jules is usually satisfied with thirty euros a week, which he gets in installments. He never attacks on the same day, never at the same time, never in the same place. And Léonard assumes that he is not Jules’s only prey. Surely others have to suffer his bullying and give him what he wants. 

         
         “That’s not enough,” warns Jules.

         
         “But—”

         
         “Shut up, piece of shit. You had fun on Saturday with your little whore, didn’t you? Do you fuck her, at least?”

         
         Once again, Léonard remains silent.

         
         “Of course not!” Jules laughs. “There’s no way you could. I’m sure you’re still a virgin! But I’m not. And me and my buddies
            would love to give it to her real good.”
         

         
         Léonard’s blood runs cold.

         
         “You wouldn’t want anything to happen to your little slut now, would you?”

         
         He nods in agreement.

         
         “Then I want a thousand euros.”

         
         Léonard’s eyes widen.

         
         “Huh? But I can’t get that much!” he whimpers.

         
         “You’ll find a way.”

         
         “I can’t  . . .”

         
         “Really?”

         
         Jules takes out his smartphone and sticks it under his victim’s nose.

         
         “You really care about this piece of crap, don’t you?”

         
         Léonard looks and stops breathing. It’s a photo of Arsène, trapped in a cage.

         
         “If you don’t want him back in little pieces, pay up. If you don’t want me to hurt your little girlfriend, pay up. Do whatever
            you have to do but bring me my money. I’ll give you back the cat when I get my thousand euros. Otherwise, I’m chopping him
            up. Understand?”
         

         
         Jules grabs Léonard by the hair and smashes his face against the dirty tiles. Then he knees him in the stomach.

         
         “Understand?”

         
         Léonard nods.

         
         “Go on, beat it, you piece of shit. And don’t keep me waiting too long.”

         
         *  *  *

         The bus ride has never seemed so long.

         
         Léonard, his face expressionless, stares at the same old landscape. His fists are clenched, and there’s a huge lump in his
            stomach. He thinks of Arsène, locked in a cage, probably with no food or water.
         

         
         He thinks of Victoria, who might also fall prey to this lunatic. Because she stood up for him, because she was one of the
            few people who didn’t reject him. He tries to convince himself that Jules is lying, that he’d never hurt her, but—Jules’s
            threats pound like hammerblows inside his skull. They drive the nail home, agonizingly.
         

         
         Léonard is easy prey.

         
         He believes everything he’s told, as Victoria keeps telling him.

         
         Maybe she’s right?

         
         Indifferent to his torment, the other kids on the bus chat and horse around, happy that the day is over. His enemies sit at
            the back, enjoying total impunity.
         

         
         Where can Léonard possibly find the money they’re demanding? At most there’s about a hundred euros in his piggy bank. He could
            borrow some money from Hadrien, but there’s no way he has much, either.
         

         
         He won’t have enough, and his anxiety mounts with every passing second.

         
         Jules stops next to his victim before he gets off the bus.

         
         “Don’t forget, retard,” he murmurs with a savage smile. “I’ll be keeping that kitty cat until you give me my thousand euros. And be quick about it, because he’ll start dying of thirst soon.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         “Aren’t you going to finish your food?”

         
         “I’m not very hungry,” replies Léonard. “I must have eaten something bad in the cafeteria.”

         
         “At the price we’re paying!” Mona exclaims.

         
         She goes into the kitchen and comes back with a box of pills.

         
         “Take one, it’ll help—”

         
         “It won’t work.”

         
         “Go on, take it!”

         
         Léonard reluctantly complies. There’s no medicine that can help him. For a moment, he considers confiding in Mona. But what
            will happen if he does something so rash? How will Jules and his henchmen react? Will they go after her? After Victoria? Will
            they kill Arsène?
         

         
         In Léonard’s mind, a hurricane is raging, the winds are whirling.

         
         Mona clears the table, plainly concerned about her son’s lack of appetite. She puts on a cardigan, opens the door, and smokes
            a cigarette.
         

         
         She does this from time to time. When she’s upset.

         
         “Arsène! Where are you, kitty? That knucklehead’s always off on the prowl,” she mutters.

         
         Léonard contemplates the empty cushion by the fireplace.

         
         “I’m going upstairs,” he says.

         
         He locks himself in his room and throws himself on his bed. There, he gives free rein to his grief, muffling his long sobs
            in his pillow.
         

         
         When he finally calms down, he picks up his cell phone and calls Hadrien. He bares his soul to his friend, who listens attentively.
            With compassion.
         

         
         “I don’t think they’ll go after Victoria. But I’m not so sure about Arsène.”

         
         A tear rolls down Léonard’s cheek.

         
         “They’ve gone too far this time,” concludes Hadrien. “You need to talk to your mom.”

         
         “No! They’ll kill my cat if I do that!”

         
         Hadrien tries to convince him, fully aware that the task will be difficult. For he has long understood that his friend is
            under his tormentor’s complete control.
         

         
         After trying in vain to make him see reason, Hadrien promises to lend him all he has: 150 euros.

         
         When Léonard hangs up, he’s a little calmer. And when he hears Mona coming down the hall, he dries the last of his tears.
            She knocks before entering, then observes her son stretched out on the bed.
         

         
         “Have you been crying?”

         
         She comes and sits beside him, strokes his forehead.

         
         “What’s the matter, darling?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “You can tell me anything, you know that. Did someone hurt you?”

         
         “No, I’m—I’m worried about Arsène!”

         
         Léonard suddenly starts crying again and takes refuge in his mother’s arms.

         
         “He can’t be far away,” Mona reassures him. “He’s probably chasing after a pretty kitty, and he’ll be home soon. Don’t worry.”

         
         “What if he never comes back? What if it’s because of me?”

         
         “Because of you? Come on, don’t be silly. It’s not your fault. That cat loves you as much as you love him, you know that.”
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         Angélique sits by the open window—open, despite the bitter cold that flows into the small, austere room. She sits still, staring
            at a point on the horizon, the only glimmer of hope offered up by a sad, gray dawn. Hands clasped in her lap, she sits waiting
            for something that doesn’t come.
         

         
         Something that never comes.

         
         In the next room, her uncle breathes, making almost inhuman noises.

         
         As the sky finally lightens, the snoring stops, and the young woman’s face becomes a mask of anguish. The creaking bed frame,
            a hacking cough, the toilet flushing.
         

         
         And the key in the lock.

         
         The door of her room opens to reveal Maréchal’s hulking silhouette.

         
         “Close the fucking window!” he mutters. “It’s fucking freezing. . . .”

         
         Angélique obeys, and the metal bars vanish behind the filthy curtains. Dressed and ready, she follows her uncle as they descend
            the spiral staircase to the main room—a large rectangular dining room with a wood-burning stove, couch, round table, and four
            chairs with straw seats. But the kitchen is where Maréchal eats breakfast every morning.
         

         
         Angélique knows the routine by heart and performs it with an expressionless face. Light the fire, heat the water for the coffee,
            cut thick slices of bread, place a cup and knife in front of her uncle. He doesn’t bat an eyelid, but simply waits to be served.
         

         
         She finally sits down and watches him dip his bread into the scalding coffee before swallowing greedily.

         
         “Eat,” he orders.

         
         She shakes her head, perhaps a sign of annoyance.

         
         “Eat,” repeats her uncle. “You’re too skinny.”

         
         She pours herself a cup of coffee, stirs the spoon around in it for several seconds.

         
         “Stop that.”

         
         The young woman puts down the spoon and takes a sip of coffee. Then, under Maréchal’s watchful eye, she butters a small piece
            of bread and nibbles at it slowly, her eyes fixed on the empty basket where the dead kitten used to sleep.
         

         
         “If you eat, I’ll get you another,” promises her uncle.

         
         She shows him the piece of bread in her hand.

         
         “That’s not enough,” snaps Maréchal. “You’ll look like a skeleton at that rate. And I don’t want a bag of bones in my bed.”
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         Mona has been looking for the cat since she got up. She’s circled the huge yard and scoured the surrounding meadows, calling
            for the animal relentlessly.
         

         
         Standing at his bedroom window, Léonard listens to her shouting in vain. Minute by minute, the malignant tumor grows in the
            pit of his stomach.
         

         
         He should go see Mona, tell her to come out of the cold. He should tell her that her efforts are pointless, that she’s wasting
            her time and energy.
         

         
         He should—

         
         Léonard hasn’t slept a wink. Between tears and nightmares, he watched the hours go by. Then he emptied his piggy bank, counting
            and recounting his hard-earned cash.
         

         
         Ninety-five euros.

         
         Hadrien has promised him 150 euros, but he’s stuck at boarding school and won’t be able to give it to him until Friday evening.

         
         And Jules won’t be satisfied with so little.

         
         There aren’t many options left. And those that do remain are all bad. During his long sleepless night, Léonard convinced himself
            he had no choice. He’s now sure that he has to pay his blackmailer and extricate himself from this trap. Sure that if he talks,
            he’ll unleash a new catastrophe.
         

         
         He dictates a text message to Victoria, a few simple words that he feels are vital.

         
         Watch out for Jules and his friends. He didn’t like what you said on Saturday. Lots of love.

         
         Five minutes later, she replies. Léonard uses his app to listen to her message.

         
         That’s sweet, Léo, but don’t worry, I’m not scared of that loser. Take it easy, lots of love.

         
         Is he the only one who’s afraid of Jules? Léonard wonders. He just can’t get over how terrified his enemy makes him feel.
            As if his entire purpose on Earth was to be Jules’s punching bag.
         

         
         After showering and dressing, he goes downstairs. He makes breakfast for Mona, who’s still out looking for the cat. When she
            returns, her features are drawn, and she has dark circles under her eyes. Clearly, she didn’t sleep well either.
         

         
         “Hello, darling. I haven’t found Arsène yet—”

         
         “I know. Come have some coffee.”

         
         She sits across from him, observing him with concern and love.

         
         “He’ll be back,” she repeats.

         
         “Sure,” mutters Léonard. “He’ll be injured, just like last time. Probably got himself into danger again.”

         
         “You think so?”

         
         “Yes. Dangerous things happen.”

         
         *  *  *

         In the morning, Léonard sits in his classes with no interest. Math, physics, science—he pretends to listen but hears nothing.

         
         During lunch, Hadrien calls him. He tries once again to persuade him to talk to his mother.

         
         With no success.

         
         The afternoon begins, and it promises to be long, dangerous, and full of anxiety.

         
         During break, Léonard has to change buildings. As he crosses the schoolyard, Jules and his accomplices confront him. Surrounded, Léonard stands still. He immediately pulls an envelope out of his pocket containing the money from his piggy bank, plus five euros from Mona’s wallet. 

         
         “There’s a hundred euros,” he says.

         
         Jules stuffs the envelope into his pocket without checking the contents, as if uninterested in the amount. As if he didn’t
            care about money.
         

         
         “And the rest?” he asks.

         
         “I need time.”

         
         Jules shrugs, then turns his head toward his buddies.

         
         “How long do you think a fucking cat can go without eating?”

         
         “Give him food and water!” begs Léonard.

         
         “I’ve got better things to do!”

         
         “Please! I’ll pay you.”

         
         Jules sighs.

         
         “Well, okay, retard. I’ll bring him a bowl of water and some cat kibble.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “But that means the hundred you just gave me will go to feed your stupid cat. So we’re starting again from scratch. Agreed?”

         
         Léonard has no choice but to nod.

         
         “It’s a deal,” says Jules.

         
         “Thank you,” repeats Léonard.

         
         “What are you doing here?” a monitor suddenly shouts, walking toward the group. “Don’t you have class?”

         
         “Yes, ma’am, we’re heading there now,” Jules responds politely.

         
         As he runs to his classroom, Léonard keeps telling himself that Arsène will get food and water. He feels a deep sense of relief,
            preferring to forget that lying even exists.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard gets off the bus and heads downtown. He walks fast, hoping to arrive before closing time. He rehearses the scene in
            his head, hoping he won’t mess up.
         

         
         When he sees the light on in the workshop, he feels reassured. Sacha looks at him in astonishment when he walks in. He’s not
            used to seeing Léonard during the week, and there’s no delivery scheduled for tonight.
         

         
         “Hi, kiddo! What brings you here?”

         
         “Hi,” replies Léonard, putting down his bag. “I wanted to ask you something.”

         
         “I’m listening,” says the craftsman, resuming his task.

         
         “Well, I—I need some money.”

         
         Sacha raises his head again and stares at Léonard before putting down his varnish-laden brush and wiping his hands on an old
            rag.
         

         
         “How much?”

         
         Don’t ask for too much or he’ll get suspicious. But Léonard doesn’t know what kind of sum would arouse suspicion.
         

         
         “Whatever you can spare,” he tries.

         
         “How much do you need?” insists Sacha.

         
         Léonard stares uneasily at the deserted street.

         
         “Five hundred euros,” he says finally.

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “Five hundred euros.”

         
         Sacha remains silent for a moment, then heads for his small office tucked behind a glass partition. Léonard’s heart is beating
            hard and fast; his hands are trembling. Sacha returns with a cigarette, which he lights in front of his young friend.
         

         
         “Can you tell me what this is about?”

         
         “I can’t.”

         
         “It’s worse than I thought, then—”

         
         “I’ll pay you back!” promises Léonard. “I’ll make all the deliveries you want, clean the workshop every Saturday, and—”

         
         “You’re already doing that,” Sacha reminds him.

         
         “Yes, but you won’t be paying me anymore. It’s like an advance, see?”

         
         “I see perfectly clearly. But what I can also see is that you’re in deep shit. Am I wrong?”

         
         Léonard tries to calm down, to remember the perfect plan he’d come up with on the bus.

         
         “What’s all this money for?” Sacha asks patiently.

         
         “It’s—I want to get Mona a present!”

         
         “Must be quite the gift!”

         
         “Yes, I—her birthday’s coming up and I thought—”

         
         “How about you stop lying,” says Sacha evenly. “Why don’t you tell me what’s really going on?”

         
         Léonard dances from one foot to the other. Sacha places a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

         
         “You’re in trouble and you don’t want to tell me about it?”

         
         “No, I swear! It’s for a present for Mona.”

         
         Sacha thinks for a moment, torn between different emotions.

         
         “You’re sixteen,” he says. “It would be irresponsible of me to give you all that money at once without knowing what you’re
            going to use it for. And without telling your mother.”
         

         
         “No!” whimpers Léonard. “Please don’t call her!”

         
         The craftsman gives the teenager a bleak look.

         
         “Or it won’t be a surprise anymore!”

         
         “And won’t your mother wonder where the money came from when she sees this gift?”

         
         “I’ll tell her I worked hard for it!”

         
         Sacha thinks for a few more minutes, which seem like an eternity to Léonard.

         
         “You swear you’re not in trouble?”

         
         “I swear,” says Léonard, his throat tight.

         
         “You’re a terrible liar!” Sacha scolds him. “But that’s to be expected, it’s not like you’re used to it.”

         
         He heads back to the office and Léonard prays he won’t pick up the phone. Sacha returns and hands him two bills.

         
         “Here’s a hundred euros,” he says. “If you won’t tell me what’s going on, I can’t give you more.”

         
         He reads the disappointment in Léonard’s eyes.

         
         “Thanks, that’s very nice of you,” replies Léonard, pocketing the money. “I’ll pay you back.”

         
         “No need,” says Sacha. “I just hope your problems aren’t too serious, and that I’m not making a huge mistake giving you this
            money.”
         

         
         “No, don’t worry. And thanks again!”

         
         He shakes Sacha’s hand and quickly runs off. Checking his watch, he realizes he has time to stop at the convenience store.
            When he arrives, there’s a line at the checkout and Roberto is busy. So Léonard waits, pretending to look for something on
            the shelves. After a quarter of an hour, the boss finally comes over.
         

         
         Léonard recites his awkward speech and asks for an advance. Suspicious, Roberto hesitates.

         
         “Does your mother know?”

         
         “Well, no, because it’s to buy her a present.”

         
         “What’s the present?”

         
         Léonard had not gotten that far with his plan. He stutters, gets muddled.

         
         “Do you think I’m stupid?” snaps Roberto. “You want to buy drugs, don’t you?”

         
         “Huh? No—not drugs!”

         
         As he talks to him, Roberto takes stock of what’s missing from his shelves.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he says finally, “But I’m not giving you that money without your mother’s consent.”

         
         “Okay,” mutters Léonard.

         
         “Have a good evening. See you Saturday.”

         
         Terribly disappointed, Léonard leaves the shop and heads for home. He was certain he’d found a solution but has come away
            virtually empty-handed. As he walks along in the dark, his cell phone rings. When he picks up, Mona’s voice pierces his eardrums.
            She’s worried because he’s late, so he tries to reassure her.
         

         
         “I’m coming, I’m ten minutes from home. . . . Yeah, I just missed the bus—a teacher kept me after class.”

         
         He hangs up, quickens his pace.

         
         He’s lied more today than he has in his entire life.
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         He finds it hard to believe. He stopped believing in anything long ago.

         
         Sitting on his mattress, Mathieu stares at the bars behind the glass.

         
         Sixteen years he’s been waiting.

         
         The news came this morning: He’s been granted parole. He’s going to get out of this hellhole and get back to some kind of
            freedom. He’ll pass through gate after gate, and then the front door will open.
         

         
         It had felt like this day would never come. That he was serving a life sentence.

         
         Mathieu approaches the open door of his cell. Out on the walkways, men are chatting, horse-trading, fantasizing, or just rotting
            away. These walkways and metal staircases have become his universe.
         

         
         What’s the world like now? It must have changed a lot in sixteen years. Everything’s so fast out there. Everything’s so slow
            in here. Fear mingles with joy. He’ll be leaving this hellish cocoon, making his own decisions again.
         

         
         Fortunately, he’s not alone. Outside, she’s been waiting for him. For so long.

         
         Mathieu goes down to the phone booth and waits. When it’s his turn, he hesitates for a second. Then he dials the number and
            struggles to find the words when she picks up.
         

         
         “I’ll be coming home soon.”
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         Victoria comes over for lunch as she does every Saturday. Léonard’s not much of a talker, but Victoria chats enough for two.
            Mona, who has always dreamed of having a daughter, gazes at her tenderly.
         

         
         “I’ve made flyers with a photo of Arsène and our phone number,” Mona says as she serves dessert. “You can go put them up all
            around this afternoon. You never know. . . .”
         

         
         Victoria nods enthusiastically, while Léonard nearly chokes on his food.

         
         “Of course! Good idea!”

         
         That morning, Léonard had managed to earn sixty euros between the convenience store and the market. And as he was emptying
            the flower lady’s van, Jules and Alban appeared to harass him again. After several long minutes watching him toil away with
            a smile on his face, his enemy came over to encourage him.
         

         
         In his own way.

         
         “Come on, retard, put your back into it!”

         
         When Jules finally left him alone, Léonard felt a deep weariness, a taste of a battle already lost.

         
         His mother was singing in the kitchen when he got home. She’d been behaving strangely for the past few days, as if she were
            keeping a secret from him.
         

         
         As if she were preparing a surprise for him.

         
         As soon as the meal is over, Mona entrusts the children with twenty flyers and a roll of Scotch tape. Léonard and Victoria set off on the small road leading down to Granviller. Fully committed to her mission, Victoria considers the best locations for the lost cat poster. 

         
         “We’ll put one up in the bakery, another in—”

         
         “Don’t bother,” says Léonard.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Arsène isn’t lost. He—”

         
         “He what? Come on, tell me!” Victoria says impatiently.

         
         Léonard steps off the road and sits on a rock.

         
         “What’s going on?”

         
         After a few seconds’ hesitation, Léonard tells his friend everything, without going into detail about Jules’s threats.

         
         “What a bastard!” exclaims Victoria. “I don’t believe it.”

         
         “This morning, he even came to bother me while I was working at the market. When I asked him if he had given Arsène food and
            water, he said he forgot—forgot!—can you imagine?”
         

         
         Victoria shakes her head in disgust.

         
         “He said, ‘Don’t worry, he’s in bad shape, but he’s still moving around a little. So hurry up and give me what I want before
            he stops moving—or before I throw him in my father’s shredder. But I’ll give you back the pieces, I promise.’”
         

         
         Victoria paces back and forth in front of Léonard, spitting insults aimed at Jules and his partners in crime.

         
         “I’m worried about you, too,” Léonard suddenly murmurs.

         
         “That loser won’t do anything to me!” she snaps. “He has no balls!”

         
         Léonard wishes he could be as sure as she is. Wishes he had as much strength and courage as this thirteen-year-old girl.

         
         “You have to report this,” she concludes.

         
         “Report it?” chokes Léonard.

         
         “Yes, he has no right to keep your cat prisoner.”

         
         “But he—he’ll say he didn’t take him. I have no proof. He’s the doctor’s son, remember. And Alban is the pharmacist’s son.”

         
         “I know,” huffs Victoria. “But Thomas’s father is a bricklayer and Jérémy’s father is unemployed! What about the photo Jules showed you? That’s proof!” 

         
         Léonard shrugs.

         
         “Yeah, he could have deleted it,” admits Victoria.

         
         “If I do that, he’ll kill Arsène for sure,” adds Léonard. “He’ll be afraid someone might find him, so he’ll kill him and throw
            him in the trash. Besides, the police won’t give a damn about an old cat.”
         

         
         “Maybe, but blackmail is illegal!”

         
         “I don’t want Mona to know about this mess.”

         
         Victoria comes and sits next to him, biting her nails.

         
         “I have a little money in my savings account,” she says. “Let’s go to the post office and withdraw some cash.”

         
         “Can you do that?” asks Léonard, astonished.

         
         “Yes, of course. I’ve had an ATM card since I was twelve. But I can’t take out more than a hundred euros a month. Sorry.”

         
         “No, that’s great. But I feel bad.”

         
         “Don’t worry. But make the bastard prove to you that Arsène is still alive.”

         
         She tells him the plot of a movie about a kidnapping and a ransom demand. “You shouldn’t pay him until you have proof that
            your cat is alive. And you have to insist on an exchange. In other words, he gives you the cat at the same time that you give
            him the money. Otherwise, he could go on like this for months, understand?”
         

         
         “Months?” whimpers Léonard. He hasn’t thought of that.

         
         “That’s right. He could take the thousand euros and then keep asking you for more and more.”

         
         Léonard runs a hand over his face. He’s lucky his friends are around to point these things out.

         
         “What if he won’t do it?”

         
         “Then he doesn’t get his money.”

         
         “And I don’t get my cat.”

         
         “Who’s to say he won’t kill him as soon as he gets the money?” Victoria persists.

         
         “Do you think he would?”

         
         “You’re so naive!” The young girl sighs. “You’re pure, as my mom would say.”
         

         
         “Pure?”
         

         
         “Yeah, someone who doesn’t know how to be cruel. Someone who trusts everyone, who lives with the Care Bears.”

         
         “What are Care Bears?”

         
         “Forget it. Come on, let’s go get the money. Then we’ll go to my grandmother’s.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         Victoria is already back on the road, and Léonard hurries to join her.

         
         *  *  *

         In his bedroom, Léonard does some math. Thanks to Victoria and her grandmother, he has collected another 150 euros, and Hadrien
            has promised to bring him 150 more tomorrow. So next week, he’ll have 300 euros to give Jules.
         

         
         He lies on his bed and thinks over the complicated directions Victoria gave him. Go see Jules, she instructed, tell him that
            he’ll give him 300 euros “and not a penny more” on the condition that he returns the cat. If he refuses, threaten to talk
            to the school principal about the blackmail. It sounds like a perfect plan, but Léonard has a hunch it won’t go smoothly at
            all.
         

         
         Far braver than him, and above all bolder, Victoria even offers to handle the negotiations. But Léonard says no, convinced
            she’d be in serious danger if she got close to that menace.
         

         
         Besides, he’s the boy, so it’s his job to take the risks.
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         On Monday morning, Jules gets on the bus and takes a seat at the back next to Jérémy, Alban, and Thomas. His security detail.
            Léonard climbs onto the bus, too, but instead of taking his usual seat, he walks down the aisle and plants himself in front
            of his enemies. Heart beating wildly, he tries to appear calm, remembering his friends’ advice.
         

         
         “Done sweeping up the shit and putting away the mayonnaise jars? Guess you found the perfect job: expert moron! You have a
            bright future ahead of you, for sure!”
         

         
         The bus starts moving and Léonard grabs the back of a seat to keep his balance.

         
         “What does the retard want?” asks Jules.

         
         “I have 300 euros and I won’t give you a cent more. Not another cent.”

         
         “Watch out, the retard’s fighting back!” Thomas chuckles.

         
         “And I’ll give you the 300 only if you give me my cat first. We make the exchange tonight.”

         
         Léonard is surprised to have been so daring, and to have pulled it off.

         
         Jules is just as astonished. It takes a few seconds for him to make a comeback.

         
         “That’s not the contract. If I don’t get my thousand euros, I’ll slit your kitty cat’s throat.”
         

         
         Victoria had predicted he’d say something like that.

         
         “There never was a contract,” counters Léonard. “Take it or leave it.”

         
         That was Hadrien’s contribution.

         
         “And if you don’t give Arsène back, I’m going to tell the principal about all the shit you’re doing to the sixth and seventh
            graders. And I’ll tell the cops, too.”
         

         
         “Ooh—so the retard wants to play tough guy, huh?” Jules grins. A bitter, strained smile. His dark eyes sparkle with fury.
         

         
         “Okay, I’ll think about it,” he says at last.

         
         “I want an answer,” says Léonard. “And I want us to make the exchange tonight, or I’m turning you in.”

         
         He tries to hold back the tremors that have started to affect his hands.

         
         “If you call the cops, Granny will have to call an ambulance,” warns Jules.

         
         Léonard doesn’t get the reference, and his hand twitches on the back of the empty seat. The little brats have taken to calling
            Mona “Granny” because she’s twenty years older than their own mothers.
         

         
         “Why are you shaking?” Jérémy cackles. “Are you going to have one of your fucking fits?”

         
         Mimicking his victim, Jérémy bends over, eyes rolling back, fingers twitching. He lets out a stream of drool and makes grunting
            sounds.
         

         
         “No, he’s just freaking out!” Alban laughs.

         
         “Big-time!” agrees Thomas.

         
         “I want an answer,” Léonard insists, focusing on the plan.

         
         “You’ll get one,” promises Jules. “You’ll get your answer. Trust me.”

         
         Léonard walks away to go sit behind the driver. His heart feels like it’s going to explode and rip his chest open. His whole
            body shudders uncontrollably.
         

         
         But pride mingles with the fear. He stood up to them at last.

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard is more distracted than usual as he suffers through one morning class after another. At lunchtime, he sees his enemies
            seated at the other end of the cafeteria. They huddle deep in discussion, talking in hushed tones. They need to come up with
            a plan to get out of this situation with their heads held high.
         

         
         After fifteen minutes, Léonard leaves the cafeteria and sits in the schoolyard. He doesn’t want to hide in the library in
            case Jules wants to talk to him. To tell him he agrees and accepts his conditions.
         

         
         He doesn’t have long to wait. Around quarter to one, Alban approaches.

         
         “Jules agrees to the exchange. He wants us to set it up. Follow me.”

         
         Léonard follows in the other boy’s footsteps.

         
         “Where are we going?” he asks.

         
         “G12.”

         
         The old music room, which is now used for workshops that the ninth graders run during lunch. It’s at the far end of the schoolyard,
            in a prefab behind building F.
         

         
         “It’s closed on Mondays,” Léonard remembers.

         
         “Jules has the key.”

         
         A minute later, Alban shuts the door to room G12 behind them. Sitting on a table, feet up on the chairs, are Jules and his
            little army. Although he believes he has won this round, Léonard feels fear welling up in his belly, as it does every time
            he comes face-to-face with his tormentors. He makes an inordinate effort not to let it show.
         

         
         “Got the cash?” Jules asks, going on the offensive.

         
         Léonard tries to concentrate on his plan—his plan, and nothing else, ignoring the terror twisting his gut.

         
         “You’ll get it tonight when I get my cat.”

         
         “Did you get some nuts grafted on over the weekend?”

         
         They burst into a chorus of laughter. Unnerved, Léonard looks down for a second. He immediately looks up again and takes a deep breath. 

         
         “What time are we doing the exchange?”

         
         “Now.”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “Look behind you, your cat’s there. . . .”

         
         Léonard turns around and sees only a rickety desk and a closed door. Suddenly, a violent blow between the shoulder blades
            knocks him to the ground. His face hits the floor hard, and he’s stunned. Leaving no time for him to react, the four teenagers
            swoop down on him and tie his hands behind his back.
         

         
         Pinned to the floor, Léonard struggles. For the first time, he’s decided not to let himself be pushed around. But one of his
            torturers is sitting on his spine, and another is holding his ankles. Every movement is a struggle, as painful as it is pointless.
         

         
         “Want to play, you fucker?” Jules whispers in his ear. “Then we’ll play. . . .”

         
         They rip off his jeans and underwear.

         
         Léonard senses his final hour has come. He’ll never see his cat again.

         
         Or Victoria.

         
         Or his mother.
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         Still in the fetal position on the floor, eyes wide open, Léonard stares into space. Tears roll down his cheeks, and a sob
            occasionally lifts his chest.
         

         
         He has not moved since his tormentors left. He hasn’t even put his clothes back on. He saw the end, his end, come so close that he’s surprised he’s still alive. But maybe he’d rather be dead, after all.
         

         
         He was so scared. His racing heart still hasn’t calmed down.

         
         He was in so much pain. His muscles were paralyzed, his skin on fire.

         
         While they tortured him, they made sure he couldn’t scream. And since then, no sound has left his throat.

         
         He sees his clothes on the floor beside him. He should pick them up, get back on his feet. He should put on his clothes and
            go for help. Get help.
         

         
         But the idea of seeing anyone, talking to anyone—

         
         You’re going to die, like your fucking cat. Then we’ll do the same thing to your little whore!

         
         Turning his head, Léonard sees his bag and belongings scattered about. They’d been searching for the money. The 300 euros
            that was going to get Arsène back.
         

         
         I gutted your cat. But first, I gouged out his eyes and ripped off his skin—

         
         With a superhuman effort, Léonard gets to his knees. He immediately throws up his lunch in excruciating convulsions. Slightly relieved, he leans on a chair to get back on his feet. His body is nothing but burning, piercing pain. 

         
         With slow movements, he finally gets dressed.

         
         If you tell anyone what just happened, we’ll set fire to your house, with Granny inside!

         
         Tell anyone? None of the words he knows could express his suffering.

         
         Not a single word, just the burning consuming his body like dry grass.

         
         No words, just the endlessly flowing tears, the sobs that come straight from his soul.

         
         Not a word.

         
         Only sorrow and shame.

         
         Tell anyone? He’d rather cut his tongue out.

         
         Léonard puts his belongings back in his bag. Then, using a roll of paper towels he finds on a shelf, he cleans the floor mechanically.
            Leaving the room, he finds the bathrooms off the hallway. He’s having too much trouble walking to face the world, so he takes
            refuge there. Sitting on the toilet seat, he relives the scene. A tragedy, his worst nightmare.
         

         
         He looks at the inside of his underwear and sees a bloodstain.

         
         You’ll get your answer. Trust me.

         
         He hears their laughter, hears them egging each other on.

         
         And Jules dictating the orders.

         
         How do you like my answer, you son of a bitch?

         
         Léonard leaves the bathroom and crosses the narrow hallway that separates the two prefab rooms. At the end, a dirty glass
            door. Almost as dirty as him.
         

         
         You’re pure, as my mom would say.

         
         Beyond this door is the schoolyard, life. Kids playing and studying.

         
         Léonard will never be a kid again.
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         “Léonard, did you hear my question?”

         
         The teenager looks up. In his huge, tender green eyes is a world of distress.

         
         “We’re listening,” encourages the police officer.

         
         Behind his wall of silence, Léonard checks his watch. It’s almost seven in the evening.

         
         An uncomfortable chair, drab walls, glaring fluorescent lights. And two officers who are looking at him as if he were a strange
            beast.
         

         
         Léonard gazes at the beige linoleum. Being here is just one more humiliation.

         
         Commander Mertillac, head of the force, clears his throat.

         
         “Léonard, we’re listening,” he says.

         
         Now Léonard stares at his wrist, handcuffed to the chair. The metal bracelet hurts him. The other officer loses patience and,
            after pausing the video camera, hits him on the back of the head. Léonard is startled, then withdraws into himself.
         

         
         “The commander asked you a question! Are you deaf? Or dumb, maybe? Or just plain stupid?”

         
         “Easy, Captain,” Mertillac reproaches the officer.

         
         He pulls his subordinate into the hallway. But Léonard can still hear them.

         
         “None of that here,” says the commander. “He’s big, but he’s just a kid.”

         
         “He’s fucking with us!” growls Captain Solers. “We’ll be here all night!”

         
         “I know you’re itching for the moment I retire, and your friend Caron can replace me,” continues the commander, “but until
            further notice, I’m still in charge of this brigade. Is that understood, Captain?”
         

         
         “Loud and clear, Commander.”

         
         They go back into the office, and Solers turns the video camera back on.

         
         “Now, Léonard, I’d like you to explain what happened,” continues Commander Mertillac. “We want to understand the situation,
            and to do that we need your side of the story.”
         

         
         “They took Arsène,” Léonard finally replies.

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “Speak up,” Solers urges tersely.

         
         “They took Arsène,” repeats Léonard.

         
         “Who’s Arsène?”
         

         
         “My cat.”

         
         The two uniformed men exchange stunned glances.

         
         “They stole your cat, did they?”

         
         “Yes. And they killed him. It was Jules. He gouged out his eyes and ripped off his skin. And then he opened his belly.”

         
         A tear rolls down Léonard’s cheek, and Mertillac sighs.

         
         “Did you see him kill your cat?”

         
         “No. Or I wouldn’t have let him!”

         
         “Why do you think they did it?”

         
         “Because they’re mean,” Léonard replies instinctively. “I want to see my mom—”

         
         “You can’t see her right now,” Mertillac says patiently. “As I explained to you when you got here, you’re in custody. Do you
            understand what that means?”
         

         
         Looking at Léonard’s face, the officer realizes that his detainee still doesn’t have the measure of the situation.

         
         “My mom’ll be worried.”

         
         “She’s been informed, I’ve already told you,” the commander assures him. “And is this the first time they’ve been mean to
            you?” 
         

         
         “No. It’s all the time.”

         
         “Tell me more. I’m listening. . . .”

         
          

         Léonard pushes open the glass door of the prefab where room G12 is. Outside, the light burns his bruised eyes. Each step is
               torment, but if he stops he’ll collapse. He doesn’t look around, just stares at the big gate. Open to let the day students
               in. It must be just before two in the afternoon.

         
         The day, the time—what does it matter?

         
         Léonard isn’t allowed to leave during school hours, but the monitor, busy lecturing a sixth grader, pays him no heed. He breaks
               through the crowd and continues along the sidewalk. After a hundred yards, he falls to his knees on the pavement. Doubled
               up, he spits out some of his bitterness. Then he sits down on a low wall and closes his eyes, unable to take another step.

         
          

         “They make fun of me all the time.”

         
         “Why?” asks Mertillac.

         
         “Because I’m not like them. I think that’s why.”

         
         “What do you mean, not like them?”
         

         
         “They’re smart. I’m an idiot.”

         
         Embarrassed, the commander takes a few steps around the office. His deputy, Captain Solers, sits at his computer, waiting
            to type the rest of the statement.
         

         
         “What do they say to you? Give me an example.”

         
         “They say . . . they call me retard. Moron, retard. Degenerate.”

         
         “Charming. And you’ve talked to your teachers or the principal about this, right?”

         
         Léonard shakes his head.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Because they told me if I complain, they’ll put Mona in the cemetery.”

         
         Mertillac’s eyes widen.

         
         “And you believed them?” he exclaims.

         
         “Yes, of course.”

         
         The officer returns to his seat behind the desk.

         
         “They insult you, they make fun of you. That’s not very nice, I’ll admit. But have they done anything worse than that?”

         
         “They hit me, too.”

         
         “They hit you?” Solers asks derisively.

         
         “That’s a little hard to believe, Léonard,” adds the commander. “Sorry, but—”

         
         “Yes, they hit me. All the time. . . . When is Mom picking me up?”

         
         “We’ve already explained that’s not possible at the moment,” says Captain Solers. “Are you doing this on purpose?”

         
         “No, sir. I don’t mean to.”

         
          

         Léonard gets on the bus an hour early. The four o’clock school bus, first pickup of the afternoon. He holds on to the seats
               as he walks down the aisle and settles down in the back row. Pain still runs through him like a molten spear.

         
         The bus starts up and quickly leaves town. Fields, ponds, trees, and cows. The oak tree, the railway bridge.

         
         We’ll do the same thing to your little whore—

         
         Léonard senses a foreign body inside him. Something growing inside his skull, spreading poison to his belly.

         
         Something he can’t identify.

         
         We’ll set fire to your house, with Granny inside—

         
         Léonard knows all about anger. But this feeling is stronger. Much stronger.

         
         I gutted your cat. But first, I gouged out his eyes and ripped off his skin—

         
         This feeling reminds him of a big storm he remembers from two years ago, when the rains lashed and the winds swept everything
               in their path.

         
          

         “When was the last time they hit you?” asks Commander Mertillac.

         
         “At lunchtime.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “In G12.”

         
         “What’s G12?” asks Solers.

         
         “It’s the room at the end of the schoolyard.”

         
         “They can’t have hit you very hard,” says the captain. “Because the doctor who examined you earlier didn’t mention anything!”

         
         “The doctor took his blood pressure and only asked three questions,” Mertillac reminds him. “Do you have any marks on you,
            Léonard? Apart from tonight’s, of course. Do you have any hematomas to show us?”
         

         
         “What are hematomas?”
         

         
         “Bruises, if you prefer.”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “Give me details,” demands Mertillac. “How did they hit you? With what?”

         
         “They . . . they pushed me. I fell down. And then . . . and then they . . .”

         
         Unable to continue, Léonard once again takes refuge in silence.

         
         “They what?”
         

         
         “They hurt me.”

         
         “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “They hurt me, that’s all.”

         
          

         The bus finally stops, and Léonard gets off. The road leading to the old farmhouse has never seemed so steep. From time to
               time, the tears return. From time to time, he wants to scream.

         
         He finds the house empty. Mona isn’t yet home from work. Léonard drops his bag in the entryway and slides along the wall opposite
               the unlit fireplace. His eyes come to rest on the cat’s cushion. His bowl, right next to it.

         
         For several minutes, he stares at Arsène’s cushion. What he sees isn’t just a piece of thick fabric.

         
         What he sees is Jules gouging his cat’s eyes out. Skinning him alive.

         
         What he sees is his oldest friend suffering in agony.

         
         What he sees is Victoria falling into the clutches of that bastard.

         
         I’m going to give her this dick—

         
         Léonard starts to howl.

         
         Like a madman.

         
          

         “Okay, they hurt you,” resumes Commander Mertillac. “What next?”

         
         “They took the money.”

         
         “What money?”

         
         “The money for the cat.”

         
         “We don’t know what you’re talking about!” says Captain Solers impatiently. “Can you be a little clearer?”

         
         “The ransom.”

         
         “Are you telling us that they demanded money to give you back your cat?”

         
         “Yes. A thousand euros.”

         
         “You gave them a thousand euros?”

         
         “No. I couldn’t get that much money, only three hundred.”

         
         “And how did you come by such a sum?”

         
         “I worked. And my friends lent me some money.”

         
         “So they took the money you brought but didn’t give Arsène back to you, right?”

         
         “They killed him. Jules killed him.”

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “He told me. I want to go home now—Mom will be worried. She always worries when I’m late.”

         
         Mertillac gives him a regretful look.

         
         “I don’t think you’ll be going home. Not tonight, anyway.”

         
          

         Léonard goes into the huge, attached barn where Joseph had his iron workshop. He rummages around for a few minutes, then finally
               finds what he’s looking for. His dad used to say you could kill a man with this.

         
         Léonard closes the barn door and sets off down the road. He’s no longer crying or trembling. He can’t even feel the pain anymore.
               It’s twilight and he walks briskly, his right hand clutching the baseball bat.

         
         How do you like my answer, you son of a bitch?

         
         I know how to answer, too.

         
          

         “Why can’t I go home?” Léonard whimpers.

         
         Captain Solers raises his eyes to the sky. It’s going to be a long evening.

         
         “Because I did something stupid, right?”

         
         “Something stupid? Is that what you call what you’ve done?”
         

         
         Léonard pulls on his handcuffed wrist. His right leg starts beating time and he fidgets in his chair. Nervous tics are making
            his face twitch.
         

         
         “Stay calm, my boy,” advises Commander Mertillac. “The something stupid you’ve done, as you call it, is very serious. Do you realize that?”
         

         
         “They killed my cat. And they said they were going to hurt Victoria.”

         
         “Who’s that?” asks Solers.

         
         “My friend, Victoria.”

         
         “Your little girlfriend?”

         
         “She’s not little.”

         
         Mertillac cracks a smile before resuming the questioning.

         
         “I mean your sweetheart.”

         
         “No. She thinks I’m handsome, that’s all.”

         
         “And she’s right. What’s her last name?”

         
         “Victoria Delambre.”

         
         “The building materials people?”

         
         “Yes. My mom works for them. And Victoria spends every Saturday at our place. She insulted Jules; she defended me. So he said
            he was going to hurt her. With his dick.”
         

         
         “With his dick?” repeats Mertillac.

         
         “That’s what he said. But now he can’t.”

         
         The commander sighs. “Indeed.”

         
          

         Léonard hides behind a thicket, far from the old lamppost. He waits, his weapon in his right hand. The five o’clock bus from
               the school must have arrived at its last stop. They won’t be long now.

         
         As night falls, he hears their voices, their laughter.

         
         Here, at the entrance to this housing development.

         
         Here, at the crossroads.

         
         This is where they go their separate ways each evening.

         
         When Jules and his buddies appear, Léonard emerges from the shadows and plants himself in the middle of the road. The four
               teenagers freeze. Not a comment, not a word, not a threat. They realize this is no longer the Léonard they know standing in
               front of them. No longer their favorite victim.

         
         It’s a ferocious beast that pounces on them.

         
         With his baseball bat, with his fists and feet, with his bull-like strength, Léonard hits fast and hard. The attacks are neither precise nor surgical. His blows spring from pure rage, so new, so powerful. Within seconds, three of his targets are down. Only Jérémy manages to escape.

         
         Thomas isn’t moving, Alban and Jules get up. But they’re no match for him. Léonard takes their punches, still standing. Then
               he evens the score. Years of pain and fear have forged a devastating weapon. He strikes again and again. Until all three of
               his opponents are down.

         
         Then, in a daze, he looks at them. Mechanically, he wipes the blood dripping from his nose. Or forehead—he’s not sure which.
               He spends several minutes surveying his handiwork.

         
         What he’s capable of.

         
         Until the headlights of a car illuminate the scene.

         
         A car with a flashing light on its roof.

         
          

         “Are they dead?” asks Léonard.

         
         “No,” says Mertillac. “But they’re in bad shape. Especially Jules.”

         
         Léonard is relieved. He realizes that he didn’t really want to kill them.

         
         “I did to them what they did to me—but not just me.”

         
         “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “They make me give them money every week. And they hit me. But not just me,” Léo says again.

         
         “You mean they’re extorting you? You and other students?”

         
         “Yes. Sixth and seventh graders.”

         
         “Do you have any names? The names of the victims?”

         
         “I don’t know their names because they’re not in my class . . . but there’s a little dark-haired kid in 6C. Him, I’m sure
            of.”
         

         
         “A little dark-haired kid,” repeats Solers. “Do you think you can give us any more details?”
         

         
         Léonard shrugs.

         
         “He’s small, with short, dark brown hair. He has a red backpack, and he’s in class 6C.”

         
         “We’ll check it out,” concludes Mertillac. “But whatever they did, it doesn’t justify what you did to them.”
         

         
         Léonard starts fidgeting in his chair again.

         
         “I’ll call the prosecutor. In the meantime, Captain Solers will take you to your cell.”

         
         “In prison?”

         
         Léonard leaps to his feet and lands an arm’s length from the chair.

         
         “Not prison,” corrects the commander. “A cell in the station here. In the basement.”

         
         When Solers unlocks his handcuffs, Léonard still doesn’t seem reassured. Out in the hallway, he spots Mona crying her eyes
            out. He rushes over to her, since Solers isn’t strong enough to hold him back, and he crushes his mother in his powerful arms.
            The captain calls for reinforcements. It takes three of them to get him under control.
         

         
         “Mona!”

         
         “It’s okay, son! I’m here, it’s okay. Please stay calm.”

         
         When the glass door of the cell closes, Léonard sits down on the concrete bench and stares at his slip-on shoes.

         
          

         You just hope they won’t turn out the lights tonight. Because that fear never really goes away.

         
         In your pocket, you find your masked hero. Luckily, they let you keep him.

         
         The one capable of dispensing justice.

         
         Striking back.

         
          

         Sometimes you just want to disappear. To be somewhere else. Far from here.

         
         In Glen Affric.
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         Not an ounce of light, not an ounce of hope.

         
         Nothing but fear. In his belly, in his head.

         
         More fear, constant fear.

         
         He touches the cold wall, feels the damp stone beneath his fingers. He listens to his own breathing—that’s how he knows he’s
               still alive.

         
         When will she come for him?

         
         Deliver him?

         
         Love him?

         
         He wants to scream, but fears waking the monster. Yet two minutes later—or two hours, how can he tell?—he starts to howl.
               His voice, like a wounded animal, shatters against the impenetrable walls of his prison.

         
         Breathless, he falls to his knees in the mud.

         
          

         With a start, Léonard opens his eyes. His lungs ache for air. He jumps to his feet, topples over, and crashes to the icy ground.
            As he slowly comes to, he pieces together his memories. What is this sordid place? The blanket, the concrete bench, the filthy
            cell in the basement of the police station.
         

         
         Why is he here?

         
         Because he massacred Jules and his buddies with a bat and his fists. He examines his hands in the semidarkness and sees the
            marks of his crime.
         

         
         What have I done? Mona will be angry with me; she won’t be able to love me anymore! She’ll reject me, and I’ll be alone in
               the dark again.

         
         Without his watch, he has no idea what time it is or how long he’ll rot in this stinking prison. Moving closer to the Plexiglas window, he sees a man in uniform at the far end of the hall, apparently doing his rounds. 

         
         “Sir?”

         
         The officer turns around.

         
         “Can you tell me what time it is, please?”

         
         “Three o’clock.”

         
         “In the morning?”

         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         “Do you know if I’m getting out soon?”

         
         “I don’t know. Do you need anything?”

         
         “No, thank you.”

         
         The man in uniform leaves the hallway, and loneliness comes crashing down on Léonard once more. He lies down again, pulls
            the blanket up over his terrified body.
         

         
         What have I done? What have I done—

         
         *  *  *

         Commander Mertillac offers him a seat and a glass of water. Léonard obeys, glad not to be handcuffed to the chair. He slakes
            his thirst and glances at the clock hanging above the desk. He tries to decipher the time, hesitates for a few seconds, but
            fails.
         

         
         “Can you tell me what time it is, please?”

         
         The captain frowns.

         
         “Can’t you see the clock?”

         
         “Yes, but . . . but I can’t really read clocks with hands.”

         
         “Ah—it’s four o’clock, my boy.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “Well, since this morning we’ve been investigating what you told us yesterday about Jules and his friends. We conducted a perquisition at their homes, interviewed the teachers, the principal, the school counselor, and several students. We even questioned the bus drivers.” 

         
         “Excuse me, sir, but what does perqui . . . perquisi—what does that mean?”
         

         
         “Perquisition? It means we’ve searched their homes. And yours, too, for that matter.”

         
         “Mona must have been furious!”

         
         “Mostly, she’s very sad that you behaved like that,” the commander shoots back.

         
         Léonard looks down at the linoleum. Mertillac leans back in his seat, staring at his detainee.

         
         “I even asked one of my guys, Lieutenant Meyers, to go to the hospital to question Jules and Alban. As for Thomas, he was
            able to go home this morning.”
         

         
         “He should be in prison, too,” mutters Léonard.

         
         “We found no evidence of extortion. No suspicious cash in their rooms or lockers. They do own some valuable items, but their
            parents have explained where each one of them came from.”
         

         
         Léonard is having trouble keeping up. All he knows is that things aren’t looking good for him.

         
         “As for the kid from 6C—the little dark-haired boy with the red backpack?—he admits that Jules harasses him, insults him,
            and bullies him. But he wouldn’t admit to being pressured for money.”
         

         
         “But I saw him give it to him! And they must have hidden the money somewhere.”

         
         “Maybe. It’s true that they could have stashed the money somewhere other than at home. But without proof? . . . On the other
            hand, the bus driver and several of your classmates confirm that Jules and his friends give you a hard time. They talked of
            repeated insults, taunts—bullying, in short.”
         

         
         “Bullying?”

         
         “Yes. It seems they’ve been bullying you for months. But nobody’s seen them hit you.”

         
         “They’re clever.” Léonard sighs. “Not like me! Nobody believes me, anyway.”

         
         “I believe you.”

         
         Léonard finally raises his head and looks at the police officer in astonishment.

         
         “I think this young man and his friends have pushed you too far. I think they’ve taken advantage of your weakness. And I think
            you should have asked for help instead of beating the crap out of them.”
         

         
         Léonard nods absently.

         
         “Be that as it may, I spoke to the district attorney on the phone earlier today, and in light of this information, he’s decided
            to bring you before the juvenile court.”
         

         
         Seeing the terror spread in Léonard’s eyes, Mertillac tones down his message.

         
         “The judge will no doubt ask for a minor sentence, given your psychiatric file and the facts we’ve gathered today. Fortunately,
            two of your victims needed fewer than eight days’ medical leave.”
         

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “It’s the care that the doctor orders, depending on the injury. For eight days or less, the penalty is less severe. But the
            problem is Jules; he got nine days. Still, I hope the judge won’t send you back to TPE and . . .”
         

         
         The commander realizes he’s lost Léonard.

         
         “TPE is juvenile court, where you might appear if you commit a misdemeanor or a felony. But the juvenile court judge can also
            hand down a light penalty, and I think that’s what he’ll do.”
         

         
         “So I’m not going to prison?”

         
         “I hope not, my boy. Because I don’t think you can handle it—even though you are physically strong! But whatever the judge decides, you’re going to have a criminal record, and my advice is to keep your nose clean from now on.” 

         
         “Yes, I will.”

         
         “Well, then, Lieutenant Meyers will take you before the judge. If I were you, I’d tell him you regret what you did, even if
            that isn’t true. All right?”
         

         
         “All right, sir. Thank you, sir.”

         
         “You’re welcome, Léonard.”

         
         Mertillac takes his arm and walks him to the office door.

         
         “By the way, I have good news for you: Arsène isn’t dead. Jules confessed that he abducted him. To piss you off, he said. But he told us where to find him: He was keeping him in one of his father’s garages. He gave him food and water,
            so your cat’s fine. We gave him back to your mother—by the way, you can talk to her after you see the judge.”
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         Escorted by two officers and handcuffed, Léonard enters the courthouse. A vast place where every whisper, every cheer, and
            every sob resonates. He imagines everyone in the great hall can hear his heart beating too fast, too loud.
         

         
         After climbing a staircase, the trio enter a hallway lined with the offices of the judges; Léonard spots his mother lying
            on a wooden bench.
         

         
         “Mona!”

         
         A tragic howl echoes throughout the courthouse. She turns her head toward him, her eyes immediately filling with tears. Once
            again, the men in uniform aren’t strong enough to keep Léonard from going over to his mother. Mona hugs him, but the embrace
            is short-lived. Lieutenant Meyers, firmly but not aggressively, asks the defendant to follow him. Léonard obeys and finds
            himself sitting twenty yards away from his mother. They exchange glances and sad smiles. Then his lawyer arrives in her black
            robe, like a bird of ill omen. Léonard had met her not long after he was taken into police custody, and he wondered what the
            point was of this awkward young woman with her mysterious words who talked about him as if he weren’t there.
         

         
         After a half-hour wait, an office door opens, and a clerk invites them in. Léonard looks into his mother’s eyes one last time.

         
         Her dark, terror-stricken eyes.

         
         *  *  *

         Mathieu has finished cleaning up his cell. Not much to salvage from sixteen years behind bars.

         
         Scars, bruises, a few broken bones.

         
         Regrets, resentments, a deep bitterness.

         
         A few interesting people, a few solid friendships and a few futile ones, eternal anger.

         
         A tenacious hatred.

         
         The bag he puts over his shoulder is heavier than he expected. . . .

         
         In a few minutes, the sound of the key in the lock will assault his eardrums one last time. He’ll walk these sinister hallways,
            dutifully following the guard, one last time.
         

         
         In just a few seconds, he’ll leave the metal gates, the barbed wire, and the watchtowers in his wake.

         
         But he’ll never forget them.

         
         All that metal, all that concrete, all those tragedies, and all those faces will remain etched in his bruised flesh.

         
         *  *  *

         They sit face-to-face, each on a plastic chair. Léonard hasn’t said a word since he entered this room. Neither has Mona.

         
         They’re in a state of shock.

         
         The judge has allowed mother and son to see each other for a few moments under the watchful eye of Lieutenant Meyers, who
            knows how to fade into the background.
         

         
         Respite in the eye of the storm.

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?” Mona murmurs suddenly.

         
         Léonard keeps his eyes downcast.

         
         “Answer me, Léo. Why didn’t you tell me? About the cat and everything else.”

         
         “Because they said they’d kill you.”

         
         “You think those little punks scare me?”

         
         “Well, I was scared.”

         
         Mona stares at her son, trying to hold back her tears.

         
         “Whatever happens, you have to talk to me, Léo. Always talk to me.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         “Because look where we are now. . . .”

         
         Charged with assault and battery with a weapon, Léonard will be tried in juvenile court. Against all odds, the judge has ordered
            him to be remanded in custody.
         

         
         If the officers hadn’t intervened so quickly, how far would you have gone?

         
         I don’t know, sir.

         
         I hope you realize the seriousness of your actions, Léonard?

         
         You don’t gouge a cat’s eyes out.

         
         “When are we going home?”

         
         “You’re not coming home, darling. Not tonight.”

         
         Devastated, Mona finds it increasingly difficult to hold back her tears. Even the lawyer wasn’t expecting a decision like
            this.
         

         
         Did you want to kill Jules and his friends?

         
         I don’t know, sir.

         
         What do you mean, you don’t know?

         
         I was full of hatred.

         
         And do you often feel full of hatred, as you put it?

         
         Sometimes  . . .

         
         “Is Arsène doing all right?”

         
         “Yes, don’t worry.”

         
         “Take good care of him, okay?”

         
         “Of course, my darling.”

         
         Another minute of silence.

         
         “Sorry, Mom.”

         
         This time, Mona bursts into tears. Embarrassed, Lieutenant Meyers looks away. After a second’s hesitation, Léonard falls to
            his knees in front of his mother and hugs her in his powerful arms. He’s so strong she can hardly breathe. But she manages
            to stop sobbing, to regain control. She can’t fall apart, can’t frighten him any further.
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble, you know.”

         
         “I know, son. I know they’re the guilty ones.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “But you’re the one being punished. Because you made a mistake.”

         
         “Why do they have it in for me?”

         
         “They’re weak. They’re taking advantage of the fact that you’re different.”

         
         “And why am I different?”

         
         “Because of what you went through as a child.”

         
         Léonard remains puzzled for a moment.

         
         “I want to be like the others. Then I wouldn’t cause you any problems.”

         
         Mona strokes his face.

         
         “I’m happy to have you just as you are. You’re a wonderful son, and I’m very lucky.”

         
         “No regrets, then?”

         
         “Oh, no—I’ve never regretted it, Léo. Never, you hear me?”

         
         To make sure you can’t go near your victims, I’m going to ask for you to be incarcerated, Léonard. Do you understand what
               that means?

         
         I won’t go near them, sir. I promise. Except on the bus and in the playground. Where they’re hard to avoid.

         
         Do you like school, Léonard?

         
         No, sir. I don’t know what use school is. For me, anyway.

         
         Hmm—well, you’ll appear in juvenile court, and your sentence will be decided there.

         
         All right, sir. But I’m already serving a sentence, you know.

         
         Lieutenant Meyers approaches Mona.

         
         “Ma’am, I’ll have to take Léonard with me,” he says.

         
         She nods and Meyers returns to stand by the door.

         
         “You’ll have to be brave, son. But I know you are.”

         
         “You mean I’m leaving—now?”

         
         Mona’s throat is so tight it’s hard to get the words out.

         
         “Yes, you’re going to follow them quietly. Remember, do everything you’re told, okay?”

         
         “Okay, Mom.”

         
         “I’ll visit you as often as I’m allowed. And I’m going to fight to get you out of there as soon as possible.”

         
         “Okay, Mom, but . . . I’ll see you tonight, when they finish asking their questions, right?”

         
         Mona closes her eyes for a moment, catching her breath.

         
         “No, Léo. We won’t see each other tonight, because you’re going to prison. We’ll be apart for a while. Probably several days.
            Maybe several weeks.”
         

         
         Léonard finally seems to realize what’s happening. It’s like a sledgehammer to the skull. He looks out the window, and his
            hands start to shake.
         

         
         “Do you think they leave the lights on at night in this prison?”

         
         “I’m sure they do, my angel.”

         
         “Then it’ll be all right. I’ll do like you said, and I’ll be fine.”

         
         “It won’t be for long, I promise, my darling.”

         
         With a wave of his hand, Lieutenant Meyers gives the signal and Mona hugs Léonard. She holds on for just a few more moments
            to infuse him with courage, reassure him despite his terror.
         

         
         “Everything will be fine, son. And I’ll think of you every second.”

         
         “I’ll think of you, too, Mom.”

         
         The other officer bursts into the room and the two men seize Léonard.

         
         He disappears, the door closes.

         
         Mona collapses.

         
         *  *  *

         Release from prison.

         
         At the prison clerk’s office, Mathieu collects the personal belongings he left when he began his sentence. Coins, wallet,
            silver chain.
         

         
         Just a few more gates to pass through. Following in the guard’s wake, walking toward freedom.

         
         Passing beneath the watchtowers, in the crosshairs of the armed guards. Reaching the main gate at last. The last hurdle between
            him and the real world.
         

         
         The guard holds out his hand and Mathieu shakes it with a smile. This one had always been a fair and decent man.

         
         “Good luck, Jorge.”

         
         “Thanks, boss.”

         
         The gate slams behind him and Jorge Mathieu closes his eyes for a moment, blinded by the sun. When he opens his eyes again,
            he’s overcome by a powerful wave of dizziness. He has to hold on to the wall to stop himself from falling.
         

         
         She’d told him she couldn’t be there, promised to explain why as soon as they saw each other. She’d asked him to wait for
            her at home, so he sets off for the nearest station. To fight his growing unease, he makes a list of his wishes and desires.
            So many things—a good meal, a big comfy bed, a funny movie. A cup of real coffee, a glass of single malt Scotch whiskey, a
            beer, and a roaring fire.
         

         
         He’s nauseated, his legs turning to cotton wool.

         
         And that weight in his chest.

         
         He isn’t leaving as a free man. He hasn’t been cleared of wrongdoing. In the eyes of the world that observes, judges him,
            and will always condemn him, he remains a criminal.
         

         
         As he slowly walks away, he sees a police vehicle driving toward the gate, on its way to deliver a new inmate. Jorge hopes the man in the van—the man who will take his place—is not innocent. 

         
          

         Léonard gets out of the van and looks up at the watchtowers. He sees a man holding a rifle.

         
         “Come on, let’s go,” orders Lieutenant Meyers.

         
         Off to the juvenile section.

         
         Walk, obey, remember to breathe.

         
         Don’t cry.

         
         Not now.

         
         Maybe later.

         
         He promised Mona he’d be strong.

         
         The officers hand him over to the guards and disappear.

         
         “Léonard Mathieu? I’m Mr. Dupuis, chief officer of the juvenile section.”

         
         Undress in front of these men, submit to being strip-searched. Entrust them with all his belongings—even the masked hero,
            even the bracelet Victoria and Hadrien gave him, even his gold chain and medal.
         

         
         Keep nothing. Except his precious watch, thank God.

         
         9426. Learn this inmate number by heart.

         
         Shower, then put your dirty clothes back on. Collect a toiletry bag with a roll of toilet paper, a toothbrush, a tube of toothpaste,
            and a bar of soap inside.
         

         
         “You’ll spend your first night in the arrival cell and then be transferred to a regular cell.”

         
         “All right, sir. Will the light be on tonight?”

         
         Wait for an answer that never comes.

         
         “You’ll see the doctor and the warden in the morning. You’ll also meet a teacher who will assess your academic level.”

         
         Pretend to listen to the instructions, even if you don’t understand them.

         
         Please leave the light on tonight.

         
         Have your fingerprints taken. Have your photo taken. Answer weird questions. Talk to strangers filling out forms who don’t
            even glance at you.
         

         
         Don’t cry, not now.

         
         Later, sure.

         
         Enter a cramped cell, hear the door close.

         
         Like a punch in the gut.

         
          

         Sometimes you’d like to disappear. To go away, go far from here.

         
         To Glen Affric.
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         He hugs her wordlessly for several long minutes. Mona sheds some more tears.

         
         So many reasons to cry today. So many conflicting emotions.

         
         “I’m getting one son back and losing the other on the same day.”

         
         Jorge looks at her questioningly.

         
         “They put Léo in prison this evening.”

         
         Jorge stares, dumbstruck.

         
         “Tell me what happened,” he says, taking off his old jacket.

         
         Mona lights a cigarette and hands one to her son. Then she tells him what has happened over the last few days, everything
            she’s found out since the previous day.
         

         
         “That judge is crazy!” exclaims Jorge. “Léo will never survive in there. . . .”

         
         Seeing his mother’s terrified face, he quickly consoles her: “But he won’t be in for long. It’s different for minors.”

         
         “The lawyer thinks Léonard went to prison because Jules Ferrand got nine days’ medical leave,” Mona explains. “The others
            got four and five days. And yet, as far as I know, Jules is no worse off than they are!”
         

         
         “Ferrand—that rings a bell. Who is he again?”

         
         “The local GP.”

         
         “I’m not surprised! His father’s a doctor, so he must know the medical examiner. Favors for friends and all that.”

         
         “Bastard—and it’s all that little jerk’s fault.”

         
         They see Arsène coming down the stairs. Visibly disappointed not to find Léonard in the dining room, he heads for the kitchen.

         
         “And you?” asks Mona. “How are you, son?”

         
         “I’m okay,” Jorge fibs.

         
         “I can’t believe you’re here—can’t believe you’re home, right next to me.”

         
         “Neither can I.”

         
         “Are you hungry?”

         
         “Just a little.”

         
         “You’ll be in Léo’s room tonight because . . .”

         
         She pauses for a moment, her throat tight.

         
         “Because with all this going on, I haven’t had time to get yours ready.”

         
         “He doesn’t know I’m out, does he?”

         
         “He doesn’t even know you were in prison. He thinks you’re still in Scotland.”

         
         “Why didn’t you tell him the truth?”

         
         “I was going to,” Mona assures him. “But he’s so fragile. I’ve been trying for months to talk to him about it, to explain
            it to him. I just couldn’t find the words.”
         

         
         Jorge takes a second cigarette from his mother’s pack. He twirls it between his fingers before lighting it.

         
         “You just say I was in prison for a double murder I didn’t commit. See, it’s not complicated. But what about his dear little
            classmates? None of them spilled the beans?”
         

         
         “They did, but he didn’t believe them. He was sure they were just saying it to hurt his feelings. You couldn’t be in prison.”

         
         “Who in the village knows I’m out?”

         
         “No one, yet.”

         
         “In a few days, they’ll all know I’m back.”

         
         An ominous silence descends on the room. After a minute, Jorge stands up. “I’m gonna go take a shower.”

         
         Mona looks at him as he heads upstairs. She never tires of looking at him. He’s changed a lot in sixteen years. He was only twenty when he went to prison, still looking like a kid. Today, he’s a man. So different from Léonard—not as tall or as broad-shouldered. Jorge is slim, with perfect features and expressive black eyes. 

         
         Laughing eyes, before all this.

         
         So sad now.

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard sits on the floor in a corner of the cell. He contemplates the bed, its white sheets and orange blanket. The square
            window, the bars across it. The dirty yellow linoleum floor. Salmon-pink walls. The small recess hiding a washbasin and a
            toilet without a seat.
         

         
         Sometimes Léonard rests his forehead on his knees; sometimes he rocks back and forth like a metronome.

         
         At around nine, the door opens and a man in uniform enters the cell.

         
         “Good evening, Léonard.”

         
         Everyone here knows his first name.

         
         “My name is Philippe, but you have to call me officer or sir. Here’s your dinner. The kitchen’s closed, so there’s no more hot food. You’ll have to make do with this.”
         

         
         The man places a tray on the table.

         
         “If you need anything, just call. The office isn’t far, we’ll hear you.”

         
         “All right, sir.”

         
         “Good night.”

         
         “You, too, sir.”

         
         The door closes and Léonard stares at the meal. A sandwich, a clementine, a bottle of water. He’s not hungry or thirsty.

         
         Just scared.

         
         This isn’t like his nightmare, though. There’s no mud on the floor; it’s not dark. And silence does not reign. He hears the voices of strangers, the sound of televisions. 

         
         Screams, too.

         
         Coming out of nowhere, bouncing off the walls before coming in through the window or slipping under the door.

         
         This isn’t like his nightmare.

         
         It’s worse. Because when he wakes up, he’ll still be here.

         
         *  *  *

         Around midnight, Jorge goes upstairs to bed. He inspects his younger brother’s room—the abnormally naive drawings, the toys
            he should have given up long ago to move on to the next stage in life. The bedroom of a six- or eight-year-old, not a sixteen-year-old.
         

         
         He lies down on the bed and stares at the ceiling. If the judge doesn’t get Léonard out soon, he won’t survive the hell of
            prison. And Jorge should know.
         

         
         Opening the drawer of the bedside table, he finds an old postcard. He looks at it for a moment, turns it over, recognizes
            his own words.
         

         
         “Why do you keep this in your room, Léo?” he murmurs.

         
         Glen Affric.

         
         That was before.

         
         When he still had his whole life ahead of him.

         
         *  *  *

         At the stroke of midnight, the televisions fall silent. A few voices continue to echo around the concrete mass. Sitting on
            the narrow bed, Léonard rocks back and forth. Faster and faster. A whisper escapes from his half-open mouth.
         

         
         Learn it by heart. . . .

         
         His gaze rakes from floor to ceiling in a continuous motion.

         
         Learn it by heart. . . .

         
         He stands up, brushes against the walls, sits down, and starts rocking again. He feels like if he stops moving, he’ll break
            into a thousand pieces.
         

         
         “9426 . . . 9426 . . . 9426—learn it by heart—9426 . . . 9426 . . . 9426  . . .”
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         Maréchal turns the key in the lock and opens the door. Angélique is tied to the bed, handcuffs on her wrists.

         
         Last night, she wasn’t very accommodating. She didn’t give in.

         
         He loosens the handcuffs, and she gets dressed with her back to him.

         
         The spiral staircase, the dining room, the kitchen. As he sits down at the table, she lights the stove and makes breakfast.
            She places two thick slices of bread, butter, and jam in front of him.
         

         
         This morning, he wants tea. Maybe he thinks he’s an English lord.

         
         Angélique boils water in a small saucepan and approaches the table with it. But instead of filling her uncle’s cup, she throws
            the boiling water in his face. He falls off his chair, howling. He clasps his hands to his face and continues to scream. She
            watches him, impassive, the saucepan still in her hand.
         

         
         Maréchal rushes to the sink and fumbles to open the tap. He runs cold water over his burned skin, moaning nonstop from the
            pain.
         

         
         “Bitch—you’ll pay for this!”

         
         Angélique crosses the dining room, steals a key from a drawer, and opens the front door. Out in the yard, she quickens her
            pace to the gate. She doesn’t know where he hides that key, so she sets about climbing over. Managing it without too much
            difficulty, she jumps down onto the wet road. She can’t decide whether to go left or right.
         

         
         What difference does it make?

         
         She chooses at random and takes off. For five minutes, she walks briskly without meeting a soul. Wild grasses crushed by winter, a few bare trees, meadows surrounded by dilapidated fences. 

         
         When she hears the sound of an engine, she turns around.

         
         Her uncle’s car speeds toward her.

         
         She starts running, leaves the road, jumps over a ditch, and squeezes between two rows of barbed wire. A piece of her clothing
            gets caught. She struggles, then keeps running, cutting through the middle of a field. She turns around again, sees the monster’s
            silhouette gaining ground. Her foot lands on a stone, she loses her balance, and slumps into the sticky earth. She gets up
            and resumes her mad dash.
         

         
         The footsteps of her pursuer. His ragged breath.

         
         There—right behind her.
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         The man places a pile of papers on the Formica table.

         
         “I’m going to show you a picture. Use your finger to point out the word that matches the picture. All right?”

         
         The teacher points his ruler at a sketch of a car. Below, a dozen words. Léonard hesitates for a long time.

         
         “Can’t you read?” asks the teacher impatiently.

         
         “Not well.”

         
         “Not well or not at all?”
         

         
         “Not well.”

         
         The assessment continues for a half hour. The teacher jots down information in a file. At no point does he flash a smile or
            offer the slightest encouragement.
         

         
         “If I get the wrong answer, will I have to stay here?” asks Léonard.

         
         “That has nothing to do with it,” snaps the man. “You’re not in prison because you can’t read. You’re here because you committed
            a misdemeanor or a felony.”
         

         
         “It’s because I hit Ju—”

         
         “I don’t want to know. I’m a teacher, not a judge. I’ll see you in class as soon as possible.”

         
         A guard opens the door and takes Léonard away.

         
         “We’re going to see the doctor,” he announces. “Then you’ll meet Mr. Granger, the prison warden. And after that, we’ll move
            you to your cell.”
         

         
         “All right, sir.”

         
         “At least you’re polite!” notes the guard. “That’s rare, here.”

         
         “My mother taught me.”

         
         “My name is Alexandre.”

         
         “But I have to call you officer or sir,” Léonard recalls.
         

         
         “That’s right. Why are you here?”

         
         “I beat up three other middle schoolers. Because they said they wanted to hurt Victoria.”

         
         “Who’s Victoria?”

         
         “Victoria, my girlfriend,” invents Léonard.

         
         Before opening the gate, Alexandre looks the teenager up and down.

         
         “You’re awfully big for your age—big and strong. Do you hit people often?”

         
         “It was the first time, sir.”

         
         “Thank goodness. Anyway, I’d advise you to behave in here.”

         
         “I’ll behave.”

         
         “Then we’ll get along just fine, Léonard.”

         
          

         After a cursory medical examination, Léonard is shown into the warden’s office, a simple, untidy room with old-fashioned furniture
            and bars on the windows. Léonard wonders if the bars are there to stop the warden from escaping.
         

         
         “Hello, Mathieu. Have a seat.”

         
         Mr. Granger, the warden, is busy signing papers. He then opens a file and examines it carefully. As time drags on, Léonard
            begins to rock back and forth. The warden turns more pages, and Léonard recognizes the yellow form filled in by the doctor
            an hour earlier.
         

         
         When Mr. Granger looks up, the awkward silence continues.

         
         “When can I go home?” Léonard suddenly asks.

         
         The warden stares at him, visibly worried.

         
         “It’s not my call. From what I read, you’ll be appearing before the juvenile court. The judges will decide your sentence, and that’s when we’ll know your fate. My job is to make sure your time here goes as well as possible.” 

         
         Mr. Granger gets up and paces around the room. “Do you know where you are, Mathieu?”

         
         “Yes, sir. I’m in prison.”

         
         “Do you know why you’re here?”

         
         “Because I hit Jules and his friends?”

         
         The warden nods and sits down opposite the prisoner.

         
         “You’re here because the juvenile judge has decided that it’s safer to keep you in custody while you await trial. You’ll be
            assigned to a cell in the juvenile section.”
         

         
         “Sorry, sir—what does assigned mean?”
         

         
         “You’ll be put in a cell, which will be yours for as long as you’re here.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         “Since you’ve just turned sixteen, you don’t have to go to classes. But if there are spots available, I’d advise you to.”

         
         “Classes, like at school?”

         
         “Not quite. Let’s just say you won’t have as many subjects or as many teachers. In addition to classes, there’s a walk every
            morning. And we’ll suggest some activities. They’re not compulsory, but it’s better than staying in your cell all day. And
            the judge takes kindly to participation—you can play sports, watch TV, or play games. Just as long as you obey the rules in
            here: Get up at seven, make your bed, shower, and get dressed before eight. Show respect for the guards and the other inmates.
            Anyway, the head guard will explain everything to you during the day. There are also books available. But from what I’ve seen
            in your file, you have reading difficulties.”
         

         
         “That’s right, sir. But I don’t mean to.”

         
         “So I imagine, Mathieu. Normally, you’d have a cell to yourself, but we have quite a full house at the moment. So you’ll have
            a cellmate.”
         

         
         “A what?”

         
         “You’ll be sharing your cell with another boy.”

         
         Granger stands up again and glances out the window. “Strange, isn’t it?”

         
         “What’s so strange, sir?”

         
         “That your brother got out yesterday, just as you were coming in.”

         
         “My brother?” says Léonard, blankly.

         
         “Yes. Jorge—Jorge Mathieu.”

         
         “Got out of where?”

         
         “Out of this prison!”

         
         “But my . . . my brother, he’s not in prison. He’s in Glen Affric.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “Glen Affric! It’s in Scotland. It must have been another—my brother was never in prison.”

         
         Suddenly embarrassed, Granger pretends to read a text message on his phone.

         
         “We’ll talk about it another time, I have work to do. If you have any problems, just talk to the guards. Got it, Mathieu?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         *  *  *

         Mona has taken the week off. She’d planned it for Jorge’s return home. She’d imagined this vacation as an interlude, a celebration,
            a family reunion. A chance for Jorge and Léonard to get to know each other, to become friends. She hadn’t thought she’d feel
            so overwhelmed at this moment she’d so hoped for.
         

         
         For sixteen long years.

         
         Wavering between anger and sadness, she makes breakfast while she waits for Jorge to wake up. She hasn’t forgotten that her
            older son always loved boiled eggs, buttered bread, and freshly squeezed orange juice.
         

         
         At a quarter after seven, he comes down to the kitchen.

         
         “Hello, darling. You could have slept later.”

         
         “Sixteen years of being woken up at seven to make sure I’m not dead,” he sighs.

         
         A pain spreads through Mona’s chest. Whatever she does, she can’t erase the ordeal he’s been through.

         
         “Are you hungry?”

         
         He nods. “How about you, did you get any sleep?”

         
         “Yes,” Mona pretends. “A little—but I can’t stop thinking about Léo. What they’ll do to him.”

         
         “He’s in the juvenile section, which isn’t as hard as where I was. And like I said, he shouldn’t be there for long. I certainly
            hope not, anyway.”
         

         
         “I’m seeing the lawyer at eleven,” Mona says. “She’s going to request his release.”

         
         “It’s the right thing to do,” agrees Jorge without conviction.

         
         They eat their first meal of the day in a strange silence.

         
         “Sorry,” murmurs Jorge. “I’m not much of a talker anymore.”

         
         “Don’t apologize, son. Will you come see the lawyer with me?”

         
         “Sure, Mom. And if you don’t mind, since we’re going into town, I’d like to buy some clothes. The ones I had in there— I can’t
            wait to burn them.”
         

         
         She nods and clears the table. Jorge watches her smoke a cigarette. She hasn’t aged much over these long years of hardship.
            No doubt thanks to the presence of this brother he knows only through her. At every visit, regular as clockwork, Mona would
            tell him about Léonard. She showed him photos, confided her doubts, her sorrows, her victories. Jorge has never seen him in
            the flesh, they don’t share the same blood, and he doesn’t know whether they’ll love or hate each other. But to find out for
            sure, Léonard will have to survive the hell he’s been thrown into by an incompetent judge.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The occupant of cell 22 has already claimed the only bed, so Léonard will sleep on the floor, where the guards have set up
            a makeshift mattress. A temporary situation, they said.
         

         
         The cell stands empty for the moment, as his cellmate is at a training course. Léonard sits on his “bed,” next to a blue blanket
            folded in four, just under the window.
         

         
         He thinks back over the last few days. The school bus, room G12, the baseball bat, Mona’s tears. The officers, the judge,
            his arrival in this hostile world. When he stood naked in front of the guards, when he had to pull down his shorts, raise
            his arms, open his mouth, stick out his tongue, spread his legs. Bend over with his back to the guards.
         

         
         He wonders if his mother got any sleep last night. Whether she cried—whether she’s still crying.

         
         He wonders if Jules is suffering as much as he is. Or if he’s savoring his victory instead.

         
         He wonders if the boy who lives in this squalid room will agree to leave the light on all night.

         
         He wonders if he’ll get his masked hero back when he’s released. Whether the glue he put on his right arm will hold.

         
         What if he never gets out of here? What if the juvenile court sentences him to rot away inside these walls for the rest of
            his life?
         

         
         He starts to shake, closes his eyes.

         
         No, Mom won’t let them do anything like that!

         
         The door opens and Léonard jumps. Philippe tells him it’s time for the walk. He finds himself in the hallway, where a few other boys linger outside their cells. Everyone stares at the newcomer. Léonard keeps his head down and his hands clasped, unsure what stance is best. Then he follows the group down the endless walkways, passing through gate after gate. In this fluorescent-lit world of metal, he’s completely lost. He hears the whispers, feels the glances weighing on him. His future has never seemed so fragile. 

         
         What is this daily walk? Will they leave the building? Go out into the woods? Down dirt roads, across fields?

         
         Are there even any forests or fields around this prison, anyway?

         
         His questions are quickly answered: They enter a yard, much smaller than at his school. A concrete surface, three benches,
            walls topped with barbed wire, the shadows of the watchtowers. Not a tree, not an ounce of earth, not a blade of grass. Just
            a square of gloomy sky.
         

         
         And a good thirty potential enemies.

         
         *  *  *

         Mona sits behind the wheel, since Jorge fears he won’t remember how to drive a car. He watches the landscape go by, and it
            seems like everything moves very fast. This giddiness, he knows, will last only a few days. Maybe a few weeks. Getting used
            to the horizon, sunlight, and speed again.
         

         
         Outside, everything is too vast, too fast, too colorful. These billboards, these neon signs, these free people—or almost free.
            Rushing back and forth.
         

         
         At the appointment, they see the lawyer, a shy woman early in her career, who’s filing the application for release. Jorge
            immediately realizes she’s not up to the job and advises his mother to apply for legal aid to choose another defender. He
            suggests she use the services of Mr. Hadad, Esquire, the lawyer who took his case sixteen years ago. Even though he was convicted,
            Jorge always thought Mr. Hadad was a decent professional.
         

         
         Mona, on the other hand, isn’t so sure.

         
         Afterward, they shop to get Jorge shoes and clothes. Now they’re looking for a cheap restaurant. Mona wanted to treat him to a fine meal, but Jorge knows she’s not exactly rolling in cash. He knows what she had to pay the families of his alleged victims. He knows he’s not the only one who was wrongly convicted that day. His parents were, too. 

         
         Jorge was handed twenty-two years.

         
         His mother inherited a daily struggle and infinite pain.

         
         His father was given a death sentence.

         
         *  *  *

         Leaning against a wall in a corner of the yard, Léonard transforms himself into a statue, perhaps hoping to blend into the
            background. The inmates form small, tightly knit groups, all throwing inquisitive glances in his direction.
         

         
         He’s today’s star attraction.

         
         He thinks to himself that there’s a Jules here, just like outside this cage.

         
         “Maybe they’re all Jules,” he mutters.

         
         About ten minutes into the walk, four boys approach the newcomer. Though he knows he’s surrounded, Léonard continues to stare
            at his shoes.
         

         
         “Got a smoke?”

         
         He finally looks up and sees a Romani boy around sixteen or seventeen. Quite tall, but not as tall as Léonard, his eyes are
            black and sharp, as penetrating as blades.
         

         
         “Are you deaf, man?”

         
         “No, I don’t have any,” replies Léonard in a timid voice.

         
         “Well, you should have some.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “So you can give me one when I ask.”

         
         “But they told me smoking’s not allowed in here.”

         
         “So what? Who gives a fuck what’s allowed? My name’s Nanosh, what’s yours?”
         

         
         “Léo.”

         
         Nanosh frowns. “Léopold?”

         
         “Uh  . . .”

         
         “Sure, take all day to answer me!” Nanosh says impatiently.

         
         “No, Léonard.”
         

         
         “Oh, bummer. What a crap name!” Nanosh snickers. “Did you steal it from your great-grandfather or something?”

         
         The other boys laugh and Léonard smiles back, increasingly uncomfortable.

         
         “Why are you here, Léonard?” continues Nanosh.
         

         
         “I prefer Léo.”

         
         “I bet you do! So, why’d you choose Club Med for your vacation?”

         
         Léonard dances from one foot to the other.

         
         “He slit his old ma’s throat because of the name she gave him!” one of the boys says.

         
         “No, I didn’t kill my mom!” says Léonard indignantly. “I . . . I—”

         
         “I, I!” jeers Nanosh. “Got caught pushing moula, did ya?”
         

         
         This time, it’s Léonard’s turn to frown.

         
         “What’s moula?”
         

         
         “Man, he’s totally out of it, this guy!” Nanosh sighs.

         
         “What hole did you crawl out of, gadjo?” a small, blond-haired boy with pale eyes asks. “Did you grow in a field or something?”
         

         
         Totally lost, Léonard stands there with his mouth open, a dumb look on his face.

         
         “Big and stupid!” Nanosh chuckles. “It’s John Coffey, guys!”

         
         He chokes with laughter.

         
         “Come on, John, tell us what you did! You boosted a combine harvester, didn’t you? Drove a tractor without a license?”
         

         
         “I beat the shit out of three guys.”

         
         A silence descends with this confession. Nanosh continues to smile, his agile eyes probing Léonard to the very depths of his
            soul.
         

         
         “They wanted to hurt Victoria,” Léonard adds.

         
         “They wanted to fuck your babe, right? You were right to bash their brains in, John!” concludes Nanosh, tapping Léonard on the arm. “Tell me, is Victoria a ten?”
         

         
         “A ten?”

         
         “Nanosh wants to know if your girlfriend’s any good,” says the small blond boy.

         
         “She’s kind,” says Léonard.

         
         “Kind?” Nanosh laughs.
         

         
         They laugh so hard that some other boys come over.

         
         “Hey, guys, the new kid’s Sid Vicious!” says Nanosh.

         
         Once again, Léonard wants to disappear.

         
         “Where’d they put you?” asks the blond boy.

         
         “Cell 22.”

         
         Nanosh stops laughing, his brow furrowing.

         
         “Fucking hell, Nanosh!” exclaims the little blond boy. “He’s your cellmate!”

         
          

         Before returning to his cage, Nanosh has a long talk with the guard. He goes on and on, shouting, Come on, sir, I don’t want a wacko in my cell; the new guy’s cray cray. But to no avail. Léonard will remain in cell 22.
         

         
         At noon, the meal service starts. An inmate from the men’s section, the “bowl boy,” as everyone calls him, pushes his cart
            down the hall while Alexandre opens one cell after another. Léonard grabs his tray and hurries to his mattress while Nanosh
            takes over the room’s only table.
         

         
         The food is in vacuum-packed plastic trays. Green salad, a chicken cutlet and pasta shells, plain yogurt, and a stale roll.

         
         The meal is already cold. Nanosh grumbles. “Disgusting!”

         
         “Yeah, disgusting,” agrees Léonard. “Do we always eat in here? Is there no cafeteria?”

         
         Nanosh turns toward him. “You talking to me?”

         
         Léonard looks down and forces himself to swallow the pasta shells. Nanosh turns on the TV and pays no more attention to his fellow inmate. 

         
         At two, Alexandre reopens the cell. Nanosh joins Valentin, the small blond boy, in the hallway. Léonard hears him yelling
            about injustice.
         

         
         “Why do I have to share my cage with a retard? I’m pissed, man—”

         
         “It’s your destiny, Nanosh!” exclaims Valentin.

         
         “I couldn’t give a fuck about destiny!”

         
         Once the boys who want to play soccer have left for the soccer field, Alexandre comes back to the cell and suggests that Léonard
            spend a couple hours in the rec room. Léonard hesitates, then finally follows the guard into a room some three hundred square
            feet in size. An old foosball table; a rickety Ping-Pong table; two weathered sofas; a shelf stocked with mangas, comics,
            and paperbacks; and a TV attached to the wall.
         

         
         “You can come here when you don’t have classes,” explains Alexandre. “As long as you make your bed before eight,” he reminds
            him. “But you can also stay in your cell if you prefer. Or go to the gym—although you don’t really need to work out, do you?
            You’re muscular enough as it is! Are you a boxer or something?”
         

         
         A group of boys in the room are clearly eavesdropping on the conversation, and Léonard thinks it might be time to lie.

         
         “Yes, sir. I’m a black belt.”

         
         Alexandre rolls his eyes in astonishment, and the inmates burst out laughing.

         
         “A black belt in . . . boxing?”
         

         
         Léonard tries to save himself, remembering a report he saw on TV.

         
         “Not boxing—kickboxing. I have a black belt in kickboxing.”
         

         
         “Ah—that’s like karate, right?”

         
         “It’s a cross between boxing and martial arts,” recites Léonard with an air of erudition.

         
         “You must be good at it, then?” replies Alexandre with a knowing smile.

         
         “I’m okay,” Léonard pretends. “But I don’t use it to hit people. Just to defend myself if someone attacks me.”

         
         “That’s a good philosophy,” says Alexandre with a wink. “When you want to leave the room, press the button on the wall and
            a guard will open the door and escort you to your cell. All right?”
         

         
         Alexandre locks the door and Léonard settles on one of the couches. He grabs a comic book and pretends to read it. After ten
            minutes, one of the boys comes and sits down beside him, holding out his hand. Surprised, Léonard hesitates. Finally, he crushes
            the boy’s hand in his own.
         

         
         “I’m Achour. But everyone calls me Ach.”

         
         “Léo.”

         
         “Did you get here last night?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “So it looks like you’re in the Gypsy’s cell?”

         
         “The Gypsy?”

         
         “Nanosh.”

         
         “Yes. He doesn’t seem very nice.”

         
         “It could have been worse!” says Ach. “I heard you beat up three guys from your school?”

         
         Léonard nods.

         
         “How badly? Was it serious?”

         
         “They’re in the hospital,” Léonard guesses. “Well, they were.”

         
         “That’s gonna cost you!”

         
         “You think?”

         
         “Didn’t the beak tell you what you might get?”

         
         “The beak?”

         
         “The judge—”

         
         “Yeah, he did. But I can’t remember.”

         
         Achour starts to laugh.

         
         “You’re crazy!”

         
         Léonard laughs in turn.

         
         “My mom says I have holes in my brain.”

         
         “Some mom! Where are you from?”

         
         Léonard describes his village, deep in the fields and forests.

         
         “What a nightmare!” groans Achour.

         
         The young North African tells him about the housing project where he grew up. The concrete towers, the broken elevators, the
            wrecked cars in the parking lot, the girls in the cellars, hash on the walkways. He describes it all with a big smile. But
            Achour smiles all the time, as if the world had no hold on him. As if misfortune were a game. His brown eyes sparkle with
            a thousand fires, as though the light shone on him alone.
         

         
         “You’ll see, this isn’t Alcatraz,” he continues. “If you don’t fuck with the guards, things aren’t so bad.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “There’s just a couple of fuckers—you have to watch out for them, okay? I’ll point them out to you tomorrow when we get our
            walk. But, hey, if you’re a kickboxing champion, you won’t give a shit about those thugs!”
         

         
         Léonard tries to smile as his throat tightens.

         
         “And then there’s one or two narcs.”

         
         “What’s a narc?”
         

         
         “A snitch. I’ll point them out, too. You aren’t a snitch, are you?”

         
         “No,” Léonard assures him.

         
         “That’s okay then, man.”

         
         Achour pulls an inhaler out of his jeans pocket and takes two puffs of the medicine.

         
         “I have asthma,” he says. “How old are you?”

         
         “Sixteen. What about you?”

         
         “Fourteen. The youngest kids in here are thirteen and the oldest are seventeen. As soon as you hit eighteen, you get sent next door to the adult side.” 

         
         “How long have you been here?”

         
         “Four months.” Achour sighs. “I boosted an old lady’s bag. She fell and got smashed up on the sidewalk. I didn’t want her
            to fall, I just wanted some dough.”
         

         
         “Dough?”

         
         “Bacon, man! Cash.”

         
         “Since you talk like them, can you tell me what moula is?”
         

         
         Achour laughs again. “It’s weed—”

         
         “Weeds?” exclaims Léonard.

         
         “The kind you smoke, moron!”

         
         “Ah—”

         
         “It can be money, too.”

         
         “Back home, we don’t talk that way,” apologizes Léonard.

         
         “Yeah, man, but this is a long way from home. A very long way!”

         
         Too long a way, for sure.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            21

         
         Everyone gets sent back to their cell for the meal. The doors close, one by one. Keys turn in the locks; gates slam at the
            end of the hall.
         

         
         Léonard finds himself alone again with Nanosh, who’s totally indifferent to his cellmate. He eats in front of the TV, while
            Léonard settles on his mattress, remaining silent, not knowing what to say or do.
         

         
         The Gypsy slumps down on his bed and lights a cigarette under Léonard’s astonished gaze.

         
         “Are we allowed to smoke in here?”

         
         Nanosh turns toward him at last. With an even blacker look than usual.

         
         “Why, are you going to rat me out? Open your big mouth?”

         
         “No!” Léonard says quickly. “It was just a question—can I watch TV with you?”

         
         “TV is ten euros a week.”

         
         “You have to pay for it?”

         
         “That’s right, mongolito, you have to pay!”
         

         
         “I’ll ask my mom for money when I see her. And I’ll pay you back.”

         
         The Gypsy sighs and beckons him to come look at the screen.

         
         “Things were good here; it was chill, you know? So it really pisses me off that you’re squatting in my cell now.”

         
         “But it wasn’t me who—”

         
         “Shut the fuck up.”

         
         Léonard bows his head, returning to his old, submissive self. Nanosh stares at him fiercely.

         
         “I hope you’re not going to be a pain in the ass, huh, John?”

         
         “No, I won’t be. And the guards said it wouldn’t be for long. That I’d have my own cell soon—that it was temporary.”

         
         “Fuck them!” growls Nanosh, tossing his cigarette butt into the toilet. “Temporary, my balls!”

         
         They spend two hours watching a movie with a plot as thin as cigarette paper. Then Nanosh turns off the TV and lies back on
            his bed. He stares at the ceiling, hands under his neck.
         

         
         “I tell you what, John, if you clean the shower and the toilet and make my bed every morning, I’ll let you watch TV for free.”

         
         “Okay,” agrees Léonard. “Can we keep the light on tonight?”

         
         “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the fucking dark!”

         
         “No, but I’m not used to it here and—”

         
         “Go turn it off. Right now.”

         
         “I’ll do all the cleaning,” begs Léonard. “And make the bed!”

         
         “I can’t sleep with a light in my face, okay?”

         
         “But—”

         
         “There’s a light in the yard, so it won’t be totally dark. So turn off the light. And haul ass.”

         
         Léonard complies, then feels his way back to his mattress. Moments later, his eyes detect a faint light coming from outside.
            Nanosh didn’t lie. But despite this fragile glimmer of hope, anguish grips his chest. He thinks of Mona, Victoria, Hadrien,
            his house, his cat. Everything he so sorely misses.
         

         
         “Hey, John? What’s your girl like?”

         
         “Victoria?”

         
         “Why, do you have more than one?” The Gypsy laughs.

         
         “No. She’s cute. Blond, blue-eyed.”

         
         “I like brunettes better. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

         
         “I have a brother. His name is Jorge.”

         
         “Georges? Did your old man and lady do this on purpose or what? What kind of mummified names are those?”
         

         
         “He’s in Glen Affric,” continues Léonard.

         
         “In Africa?”

         
         “No, Glen Affric. It’s in Scotland.”

         
         “What’s he doing over there?”

         
         “I don’t know,” admits Léonard. “He left a long time ago and never came back.”

         
         “Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?”

         
         More silence.

         
         “What about you?” Léonard asks. “You got family? A brother or sister?”

         
         “I had a sister, Shana.”

         
         “Had?”

         
         “She killed herself. Because some bastard raped her.”

         
         “Shit,” murmurs Léonard.

         
         “And I wanted to kill the bastard. But I didn’t have time to finish him off. So when I get out, I’ll do the job properly.
            Even if it’s ten years from now.”
         

         
         Léonard shivers and quickly pulls the blanket up over his face.

         
         *  *  *

         It’s three o’clock in the morning, and Jorge can’t sleep. He keeps thinking about the past, the future. As dark as this night,
            far too vast for him. He thinks of Léonard, too. A lamb surrounded by wild beasts. He feels his fear, that feeling that nestles
            deep in the gut and never goes away.
         

         
         Will never go away again.

         
         From now on, a powerful bond will unite these two brothers.

         
         Jorge puts on a T-shirt and heads downstairs. He lights a cigarette and walks out into the huge yard.

         
         So huge. And so quiet.

         
         Here, there’s no shouting, no insults, no cries of pain. If only people knew . . . if they knew how you could destroy a man by accusing him of killing the woman he loved and sending him to hell. 

         
         If only people knew—

         
         That he would have preferred to die in her place.

         
          

         At three in the morning, Mona hears her son going downstairs. Will he ever be able to sleep normally again? Will he ever recover
            from all the wrongs done to him? And what does she even know about what he’s been through, anyway? He’s told her little or
            nothing of what he experienced there. In his eyes, she can see the open fractures, the poorly healed scars, the gaping wounds.
            One day, he might confide in her. Tell her about all the horrors that lurk behind those walls.
         

         
         Three o’clock in the morning, and Mona cries in her double bed.

         
         Because she lost a son, a husband, her honor.

         
         Léonard was all she had left.

         
         But tonight—

         
          

         It’s three o’clock in the morning, by Léonard’s trusty watch. He hears Nanosh breathing steadily three feet away. Now that
            the Gypsy is asleep—now that the whole prison is pretending to be asleep—Léonard doesn’t have to play at being a black belt
            anymore. He can give free rein to his pain and fear. Primal, visceral.
         

         
         He can cry, at last, tremble from head to toe. Sitting on his mattress, he rocks back and forth, feeling the tears run down
            his cold cheeks, over his swollen lips, down his neck, and all the way to his chest.
         

         
         Silently, he calls out to his mother.

         
         Silently, he calls for help.

         
         And nobody hears.

         
         No one can hear.

         
         “Stop crying!” orders Nanosh suddenly.

         
         Léonard holds back his sobs.

         
         “Real men don’t cry. But you’re not a real man, are you, John? You’re a little girl!”

         
         The Gypsy takes a few steps and flicks the light switch. Léonard closes his eyes, and when he opens them, Nanosh is leaning
            down just three inches from his face.
         

         
         “You know what?” murmurs the Gypsy. “There are guys in here who are hungry. And you know what their favorite food is?”

         
         Léonard backs himself against the cell wall, petrified.

         
         “Pussies like you! That’s what they like to eat.”

         
         The Gypsy laughs, and Léonard starts crying again.

         
         “If you wake me again, I’ll beat the shit out of you. You got that, John?”

         
         Léonard nods, and Nanosh plunges the cell back into darkness.

         
         “They’ll eat you up, John—they’ll eat you up!”

         
          

         Sometimes you’d like to disappear. Leave this world, go far away.

         
         To Glen Affric.
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         Angélique keeps her eyes closed. There’s no point in opening them—she’d only see darkness. Sitting on the damp floor, leaning
            against the icy wall, she waits for something that never comes.
         

         
         Deliverance.

         
         How long has he kept her locked up in this putrid place? A day, two days—she doesn’t know anymore. She’s already stopped counting.

         
         She’s only fifty yards from the house, in a small shed at the back of the garden. The walls are stone; the floor is packed
            earth; and the roof, clay tiles. No windows, just a steel door that lets in no light. Outside, along the side of the shed,
            runs a spring. It seeps in like a cold snake, the water becoming poisonous.
         

         
         It’s dark in here all the time, so she can’t tell whether it’s noon or midnight.

         
         It’s cold in here all the time, and she has only her cotton sweater.

         
         There’s just a small square where she can sit in fairly dry earth. If she moves, she’ll sink into the slimy mud.

         
         When she’s thirsty, all there is to drink is the water running down the walls damaged by saltpeter.

         
         When she’s scared, she reaches into her vest pocket and strokes the piece of velvet that she always keeps there.

         
         When she’s in pain, she can scream as loud as she wants.

         
         No one will mind.

         
         She runs a dirty hand over the wound on her temple. He hit her so hard that she went off to the other world. When she woke up, she was lying here. Here, where he always locks her up when she does something bad. 

         
         But he’s allowed to do bad things.

         
         And nobody locks him up.
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         “Did you apply for a visitor’s permit?” Jorge asks.

         
         “Of course,” replies Mona. “I sent it to that asshole judge yesterday.”

         
         “Although, Léonard might be out by the time you get permission.”

         
         “May God hear you, son!” Mona sighs.

         
         “Do you still believe in Him?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Figure of speech.”

         
         He pours himself another coffee and refills his mother’s cup. It’s seven thirty, and they’ve just finished breakfast.

         
         “You could write him a letter while you’re waiting for your permit, right?”

         
         “He can’t read,” Mona reminds him.

         
         “Oh, yeah, that’s right . . . well, we should send him some money,” says Jorge. “But then, you’re used to that.”

         
         “Yes, as soon as I know his registered account number, I’ll make a transfer.”

         
         “If you need some cash, I’ve got my discharge grant.”

         
         “No, son, keep it. I’ll manage.”

         
         “It’s not much, anyway,” Jorge says regretfully. “It’s a good thing I have you or I’d be begging on the streets.”

         
         “This is your home, darling. And you know it.”

         
         “Yes, I know, Mom. I also know you’re in debt because of me.”

         
         “No, not because of you!” Mona chides him. “You’re not responsible for everything that’s happened!”

         
         “Anyway, I’ll help you pay it off.”

         
         “I’m managing,” she says, looking away. “The most urgent thing is getting Léonard out. As for your job, you don’t have to
            start right away, do you?”
         

         
         To help with Jorge’s parole, Mona has found him a job where she works, at the business owned by Victoria’s parents.

         
         “My bosses are really good people, you’ll see.”

         
         “They don’t mind that I just got out of prison?”

         
         “I’ve been telling them for years that you were the victim of a miscarriage of justice. They trust me, and they accepted me
            very quickly.”
         

         
         “Do the other employees know?”

         
         “Most people don’t know who you are or what you were accused of. Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.”

         
         “I wish I could be as sure as you are,” murmurs Jorge.

         
         She takes his hand in hers.

         
         “I know it’s difficult. Very difficult, even—but I’m here.”

         
         “You can’t imagine how hard it is, Mom. They destroyed my life, yours and Dad’s—those bastards destroyed everything.”

         
         Tears blur Mona’s eyes. Jorge kisses her hand and forces a smile, a lie.

         
         “But it’ll all be okay now,” he says.

         
         *  *  *

         In the end, Léonard won’t go to class. Philippe, one of the correctional officers, told him that the teacher already had too many students and he’d have to wait for someone to leave to get a classroom slot, as kids under sixteen got priority. For the time being, for want of anything better, he would get just two hours of instruction a week, on Thursday mornings. The guard said something about the lack of funds, the lack of teachers; Léonard didn’t quite follow, but it’s good news for him. Because he may be the only one who speaks properly in this prison, but he’s sure that he’s also the only one who can’t read. 

         
         The downside is that he has to spend his morning in his cell until it’s time for the walk.

         
         At around five thirty that morning, the light came on in the cell and a guard looked through the peephole. Then, at seven,
            Alexandre opened the door.
         

         
         Hello, officer.

         
         Hello, Nanosh; hello, Léonard.

         
         The Gypsy put on a T-shirt and sweatpants before going to the next cell to share breakfast with Valentin, the blond boy who
            never leaves his side. Léonard took the opportunity to use the toilet; it was hard to get used to a bathroom with no privacy.
            Then he drank his lukewarm chocolate and ate his slice of bread, alone in front of the switched-off TV. At seven thirty, the
            Gypsy came back in for a shower, then emerged naked, and dressed in front of Léonard, without a shred of embarrassment.
         

         
         “Why haven’t you made my bed yet?” he bellowed.

         
         Léonard immediately set to work.

         
         “Then there’s the shower and toilet to clean. You have to be done by eight, John.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         With time refusing to fly, Léonard looks out the window. He has a perfect view of the other wing of the huge building and
            can see the adults’ yard in the distance. In the building opposite, behind some bars, a silhouette takes shape.
         

         
         “Hey, Nanosh!”

         
         It takes a few moments for Léonard to realize that this prisoner thinks he’s the Gypsy.

         
         “Didn’t forget about me, did you?”

         
         What to do? How to respond?

         
         “I’m Léo! Nanosh isn’t here!”

         
         The man opposite stays silent for a moment.

         
         “Léo? Are you new?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “How old are you?”

         
         “Don’t answer him!” cautions a voice from another window in the adult wing. “Don’t talk to him!”

         
         Within a minute, the two men are violently insulting each other.

         
         Go fuck yourself!

         
         I’ll rip your balls off!

         
         Léonard hurriedly closes the window and takes refuge on his mattress before covering his ears.

         
         *  *  *

         “Can I ask you something, sir?”

         
         “You picked the wrong moment, Léonard,” says Alexandre. “We’ll talk when we get back from the walk, okay?”

         
         Léonard drags his feet along the walkways, head down and hands in the pockets of his jeans. What’s going to happen to him
            this morning? What nickname will he be given?
         

         
         In the yard, he decides to sit against the wall, hoping to be left alone. Nanosh and his pilot fish, the little blond-haired
            boy, sit on one of the three benches. Freezing cold, Léonard tightens the flaps of his old denim jacket.
         

         
         Achour high-fives him.

         
         “Doin’ good, man?”

         
         “Yeah,” lies Léonard.

         
         Achour sits down next to him and takes two puffs from his inhaler.

         
         “See those pricks on the bench over there?”

         
         Léonard directs his gaze that way and sees three very different-looking boys who seem to form a close-knit trio.

         
         “The tall one with the black hair and gray T-shirt is Kaan—he’s the boss.”

         
         “The boss of what?” whispers Léonard.

         
         “The boss of the assholes,” Achour says with a smile. “Best to stay away from him. But I bet he’ll be the one who comes over.”

         
         “Really?” asks Léonard, worried.

         
         “You’ll see. Next to him is Mickaël,” continues Achour. “And the Arab guy is Sohan.”

         
         “Why do you say they’re assholes?”

         
         “You’ll understand soon enough.” Achour sighs. “Those three are serious”—he puts his mouth to Léonard’s ear and whispers—“murderers.”

         
         A shiver runs down Léonard’s spine. “Nanosh tried to kill someone, too,” he says.

         
         “Yeah, but Kaan actually got it done. He smashed the guy up with an iron bar and burned him—burned him alive, man! Because
            he tried to take his biz.”
         

         
         “His what?”

         
         “His business, his scheme. Sohan and Mickaël do all the pushing. Kaan just takes the money.”

         
         Faced with Léonard’s quizzical expression, Achour explains.

         
         “They deal! They sell drugs, is that clearer?”

         
         Léonard nods.

         
         “Kaan and his buddies are the real deal, see? They’re no dummies. And they’ve kept up their work in here. Kaan is the boss
            and the other two are the pushers. Dealers, if you prefer. If you want hash or powder, they can get it for you. Phones, too.”
         

         
         “And what about the guards? Don’t they say anything?”

         
         “They want a quiet life. As long as it stays hush-hush.”

         
         “Stays what?”

         
         Achour sighs.

         
         “As long as it’s discreet. See, the problem is that Nanosh was here before Kaan, and the Turk took his biz—”
         

         
         “You mean Nanosh sells drugs, too?”

         
         “Cigarettes, hash. That’s it.”

         
         “But we’re not allowed to have money in here,” Léonard points out. “How do you pay him if you want cigarettes?”

         
         Achour shrugs.

         
         “You pay by snagging stuff from the canteen, food or whatever. And you do favors. But now Nanosh can’t really sell his shit
            because Kaan’s trying to take control. It’s intense between the two of them. Real intense!”
         

         
         As if Achour had second sight, Léonard suddenly sees Nanosh and Kaan closing in on each other.

         
         “Oh, fuck,” mutters Achour. “It’s gonna get ugly, man!”

         
         The Gypsy and the Turk face each other, like two wild beasts squaring up.

         
         “It’s gonna get ugly!” Achour repeats.

         
         Léonard holds his breath, and a strange silence fills the yard.

         
         The yard is too small for two alpha males.

         
         *  *  *

         In the main square of the village, Jorge is reluctant to get out of the car.

         
         “Are you coming?” asks Mona.

         
         “I’d rather wait for you here.”

         
         Her hands on the steering wheel, Mona tries to think. She had used the pretext of needing to go to the drugstore and the convenience
            store to encourage Jorge to show his face in the village where he was born.
         

         
         “You can’t hide forever, you know. They’ll find out you’re back soon enough and—”

         
         “And what? D’you think they’re going to welcome me with open arms?”

         
         “Almost two thousand people live here,” Mona reminds him. “It’s not like we live in a village of five hundred! For all we know, they won’t even recognize you.” 

         
         “Have I changed that much?”

         
         “That’s not what I meant. Look, as soon as we get Léonard out of prison, we’ll think about getting away from here, away from
            Granviller. If we sell the house, we might have enough money to buy an apartment in town.”
         

         
         Jorge nods his head.

         
         “And you?” he asks. “Did they give you a hard time?”

         
         “At first, it was bad. And then it began to die down. I’d get the occasional look. A few comments. But some old people died,
            and a few young people arrived. And things calmed down.”
         

         
         From the moment he was arrested, Jorge had proclaimed his innocence nonstop. He shouted it, screamed it until he lost his
            voice. And Mona never had any doubts.
         

         
         Almost never—
         

         
         And since he’s innocent, she doesn’t tell him they spray-painted Murderers on the front of the house, the hood of the car, and the mailbox. She keeps to herself all the whispering, the anonymous letters
            full of insults and threats, the phone calls in the middle of the night.
         

         
         She avoids talking about all the tears she’s shed over the years. This baseless shame written in red letters on their foreheads.

         
         Because he’s innocent.

         
         *  *  *

         In the end, the fight didn’t materialize, much to Achour’s disappointment.

         
         We almost never get good entertainment in here!

         
         Nanosh and Kaan simply exchanged hateful glances and insults, postponing the inevitable to a more auspicious moment.

         
         Walk time soon ends, and Achour has left Léonard in his corner to go chat with another boy. Sitting against his wall, lost in thought, Léonard doesn’t see the boy come over. But when he realizes Kaan is standing in front of him, his heart plunges. 

         
         The Turk stares at him, flanked by his two bodyguards. Léonard slowly gets to his feet. The fact that he’s taller than Kaan
            does nothing to reassure him. Bigger, stronger, but much less ferocious.
         

         
         “What’s your name?” asks Kaan.

         
         A pathetic murmur escapes Léonard’s lips.

         
         “Léo.”

         
         “I don’t like your name. And I don’t like your face, either. You got any smokes?”

         
         “No. Nothing.”

         
         “What’s the point of you, then?”

         
         “I don’t want any trouble,” Léonard pleads in a trembling voice.

         
         “Sure, but this is the kingdom of trouble! You shouldn’t have ended up here, fatso.”

         
         Kaan cracks a cruel smile. Léonard casts his eyes down.

         
         “Got any money in your account?”

         
         “What account?”

         
         “Are you fucking kidding me?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Right, listen carefully,” Kaan continues. “You’ve only just got here so I’ll give you two weeks.”

         
         “Two weeks?” repeats Léonard stupidly.

         
         “Two weeks from now, make sure your account’s well stocked.”

         
         Unable to breathe since the start of the conversation, Léonard suddenly takes a deep breath.

         
         “And then I’ll come see you again,” Kaan continues, “so you can pay your taxes.”

         
         “My taxes?” stammers Léonard.

         
         The Turk turns toward his friends: “Is he really this dumb or is he making fun of us?”

         
         “I think he’s a retard.” Sohan sighs. “I heard he got kicked out of class because he can’t read!”

         
         Mickaël starts to laugh as Kaan’s eyes—green like Léonard’s but much colder—lock onto their target again.

         
         “In here, I’m the boss. So, if you want to talk or even breathe, you ask my permission. Got it?”

         
         “All right.”

         
         “And you pay up.”

         
         “All right. But—”

         
         “Shut the fuck up. As soon as you got the money, come see me and I’ll tell you what you can snag to pay me.”

         
         Kaan discreetly pulls a razor blade from his pocket, and Léonard stops breathing again.

         
         “I advise you to have the money in two weeks. Otherwise . . .” He mimes slitting his throat with his index finger and Léonard
            turns crimson.
         

         
         “I’ll slit your throat like a pig or turn you into a little girl. Know what I mean?”

         
         Léonard nods, and his hands start to shake.

         
         “There you go—you can understand when you want to!” says Kaan.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “See ya, Léo.”
         

         
         The three murderers move away, and Léonard stands motionless against the wall. Then his legs give way and he slides to the
            ground, closing his eyes. Two minutes later, a hand comes to rest on his shoulder.
         

         
         “You okay?” asks Achour.

         
         “No, I’m not!”

         
         “He asked you for money, didn’t he?”

         
         Léonard nods in reply, and Achour sits down next to him.

         
         “We’ve all been there.”

         
         “But I don’t have any money!” moans Léonard.

         
         He spots Alexandre near the phone booths and gets to his feet.

         
         “I’m going to talk to the guard,” he decides.

         
         Achour holds him firmly by the sleeve of his jacket.

         
         “Don’t mess around, Léo! You do that and you’re dead.”

         
          

         Under the watchful eye of two uniformed shepherds, the herd makes its way back to the enclosure. At the door of cell 22, Alexandre
            joins Léonard.
         

         
         “So, you wanted to talk to me?”

         
         “Yes . . .”

         
         Léonard looks around and sees the Gypsy coming down the hall. On the opposite walkway, the Turk fixes his eyes on him.

         
         “What do you want to talk to me about?”

         
         “When can I see my mom again? That’s my question.”

         
         “Didn’t the boss explain? Your mother has to apply to the judge or prosecutor for a visitation permit, and when she gets it,
            she’ll apply for a visit.”
         

         
         “But, how long will it take?”

         
         “The permit will be issued within a month and then—”

         
         “A month?” chokes Léonard.
         

         
         “Yes, that’s how it works. But sometimes it’s faster,” Alexandre reassures him.

         
         “Maybe she doesn’t know she needs to apply for the permit?” Léonard says, alarmed.

         
         “No, I’m sure she knows,” says the guard with an amused smile.

         
         “Can I at least call her?”

         
         “To make a phone call, go to the booths during the walk. But first, you need to open a phone account, and it needs to be funded. And then you have to list the numbers you want to call and get authorization. That said, there’s no need to worry about your mother.” 

         
         “But where do I get the money?”

         
         “Your parents will probably send you some,” says Alexandre.

         
         “My dad hanged himself.”

         
         “Sorry, I didn’t know—your mom will send you money, I’m sure. If not, you can ask for help, but that takes time.”

         
         Léonard leans against the wall.

         
         “Are you feeling okay?” asks Alexandre, worried.

         
         “Can I change cells?”

         
         The guard frowns.

         
         “Why? Did Nanosh hurt you? Did he hit you?”

         
         “No,” mutters Léonard.

         
         “What is it, then?”

         
         “He . . . no, it’s . . . it’s just that I get on well with Achour and I thought—”

         
         “There are already two in Achour’s cell. Besides, you don’t get to choose. This isn’t a summer camp, understand?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

         
         “No, sir, I’ll be fine.”

         
         “Of course you will,” says Alexandre.

         
         *  *  *

         After lunch, Léonard agrees to go to the relaxation room. He’s reassured to find his new friend there and joins him on the
            old couch.
         

         
         “Hi, Ach.”

         
         “Did you ask to share my cell?”

         
         Léonard’s eyes widen.

         
         “Yeah, man, the walls here have ears!” The young North African chuckles.

         
         “I’d rather be with you.”

         
         “I already have a guy in my cell. A nutjob. . . .” Achour lowers his voice. “See that guy over there in the green sweater? He’s the psych case. He’s not mean. Just
            totally nuts!”
         

         
         Léonard observes the inmate in question standing against the wall, looking down at his feet and wringing his hands.
         

         
         “What’s his name?”

         
         “Théo. He’s on pills and sometimes he’s fucking delirious. They put him in with me because they’re afraid he’ll hang himself.”

         
         “Ah—my dad hanged himself.”

         
         Achour is silent for a moment.

         
         “It’s fucking stupid. Théo hardly speaks. He just stares into space for hours at a time.”

         
         “Why’s he here?”

         
         “The usual,” Achour says with a laugh. “He threw his little brother out the window. The problem, you see, was that they lived
            on the second floor. Damn, that had to hurt!”
         

         
         At that the door opens and Kaan enters the room. The guard locks the door, and a heavy silence falls over the room. Once again,
            Léonard holds his breath. The Turk comes straight over. He looks at Achour with cold eyes.
         

         
         “Go away.”

         
         Achour obeys instantly and Kaan takes his place on the couch.

         
         “So, Léo, had a little chat with the screws, did we?”

         
         Léonard catches his breath.

         
         “I asked you a question,” Kaan whispers. “Did you talk about me?”

         
         “No!” exclaims Léonard. “It’s true, I did talk to him, but—”

         
         “About what?”

         
         “I . . . I wanted to know when my mom would visit me. And I wanted to know how to get money.”

         
         The Turk locks his steely grip on Léonard’s arm.

         
         “That’s good, Léo. Because in prison, you know, we don’t really like snitches.”

         
         “But he said it might take a month for the money!”

         
         “Wouldn’t that be a shame? Too bad you’ll die here and never see your mom again.”

         
         Léonard hides his hands between his thighs. He doesn’t want to show how much they’re shaking.

         
         “I’m sure your nice mom won’t wait a whole month to send you the dough. At least, I hope not, for your sake. Truth is, I’d
            hate to have to cut your nuts off! I swear, it would hurt me so much. Because I like you, Léo.”
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         Angélique wants to get up but doesn’t have the strength. So she relieves her bladder without moving and feels the warm liquid
            between her thighs.
         

         
         How many days has she been waiting in this filthy cubbyhole?

         
         And what is she really waiting for?

         
         Getting out of here doesn’t mean freedom.

         
         Getting out only to be back here before long.

         
         In the meantime, she’ll put up with the monster’s assaults. His whims, his injustices, his obscene words and gestures.

         
         Endure being locked up in this house day and night.

         
         Suffer his smile, his voice, the sound of his footsteps, or even his breathing.

         
         Suffer, without knowing why.

         
         In Angélique’s mind, the memories are hazy. But she remembers the world before.

         
         Before him.

         
         When her mother spoke softly to her, stroked her face. When she told her she was the prettiest little girl. She remembers
            the notes that soared from the cello up to the ceiling and escaped through the windows, which were always open in summer.
            Her mother’s delicate fingers on the piano keys.
         

         
         There’s no music here, and the windows are always closed.

         
         She hasn’t forgotten the walks in the woods and along quiet lanes.

         
         She also remembers the rare occasions when she would come here with her parents. Into the lair of the monster that hid behind a mask of virtue. She never liked him. 

         
         Before, she didn’t know why this man evoked negative feelings in her.

         
         Now, she knows.

         
         Her mother used to tell her that she wasn’t like the other children. That her brain was a little lazy, her body a little clumsy.
            That she’d been born different but that it didn’t matter; it wouldn’t stop her from being happy.
         

         
         Her mother must have been mistaken. And by getting themselves killed behind the wheel of their car, her parents abandoned
            her to the clutches of the monster who lives under this roof.
         

         
         Angélique doesn’t know whether she’s been in this hole for three days or two weeks. She’s forgotten hunger and thirst. She’s
            forgotten the taste of light and the noise of the outside world.
         

         
         And yet, between bouts of delirium, the only thing Angélique hopes for is to never have to leave this place.

         
         May he never open that door. And may the darkness entomb her in peace, calm, and oblivion.
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         A fine rain mixed with snow falls on the yard. Léonard had hesitated to go down, but Alexandre insisted. Sitting against his
            wall, he watches the comings and goings of Kaan and his henchmen. But today, they don’t pay him any attention.
         

         
         Mom, you have two weeks to get me out of here. After that, it’ll be too late.

         
         Achour leaves the phone booths, where the line is endless, and immediately joins Léonard.

         
         “Fuck this rain!” he says, laughing.

         
         How does he manage to laugh at everything? All the time? What’s his secret?

         
         “Want to go out to the yard?” he suggests.

         
         “No,” replies Léonard.

         
         In the yard are the Turk and his friends.

         
         “The rain doesn’t matter,” he adds.

         
         Nanosh and Valentin take cover and find themselves three yards from Kaan and his gang. A strange ballet begins, choreographed
            in glances, gestures, and silent provocations. The tension rises, the air becomes electric.
         

         
         And then the spark, the explosion.

         
         Kaan strikes first. Then it’s a shock wave of violence and hatred. Punches, kicks, headbutts. For the first few moments, Nanosh has the upper hand. The other inmates form a circle around the ring, with only Léonard and Achour keeping their distance. Even though the guard in the watchtower has sounded the alarm, no one intervenes. 

         
         “Why aren’t the guards coming?” shouts Léonard.

         
         “It takes time!” replies Achour.

         
         Kaan is in trouble, so Mickaël and Sohan enter the dance while Valentin steps back. Amid the cheers of the audience, echoed
            by the clamor from the cells in the building opposite, the fight goes on. But with three against one, the Gypsy doesn’t stand
            a chance. He’s soon on the ground. Kaan and his friends are having a field day.
         

         
         “They’re going to kill him!” whimpers Léonard.

         
         He strides toward the crowd, Achour at his heels.

         
         “Where you going, man?” the young North African asks anxiously.

         
         “They’re going to kill him!”

         
         “Stay out of it,” advises Achour. “Stay here!”

         
         But Léonard rips through the crowd like a bulldozer, galvanized by the blood and violence. He grabs Sohan by the shoulders,
            takes an elbow to the jaw, but doesn’t let go, and sends his opponent crashing into the wall. Letting out a battle cry, he
            strikes Mickaël with prodigious force. The young man topples backward, cracking his head on the asphalt of the yard. Kaan
            loses interest in Nanosh, unconscious at his feet, and turns toward this rampaging gladiator.
         

         
         “Stop hitting him!” shouts Léonard.

         
         Kaan is visibly surprised. The next second, he’s furious. He throws himself at Léonard, slamming his fist into his face. Feeling
            a searing pain, Léonard collapses. He sees Kaan’s shoe coming toward his face and raises his arms protectively. The shock
            is violent, and a fresh pain turns his stomach.
         

         
         The Turk has broken his arm.

         
         “Want some more, you little shit?” shouts Kaan.

         
         Léonard tries to stand up, takes another blow to the back, and crashes headfirst onto the pavement. Then everything goes blurry and nauseating. He absorbs his enemy’s fury without trying to defend himself. He hears the shouts around him, the cheers. 

         
         Mom, I’m going to die here. . . .

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge couldn’t get out of the car, couldn’t face the people, the stares, the silent accusations. But he manages to drive back
            to the old farmhouse. After a mile or so at the wheel, his reflexes have returned.
         

         
         He decides to postpone his first day at the materials company where his mother works by a few days.

         
         Get used to normal life first.

         
         Just life.

         
         Interrupted for sixteen long years.

         
         He tells himself it’s like walking again after breaking both legs. Rehabilitation will be slow and painful, but he has to
            get there. For her, for himself. For his father’s memory.
         

         
         Sitting in the yard under a threatening sky, he smokes a cigarette. Unbelievable as it may seem, he misses the prison compound.
            The barbed wire, the watchtowers, the ninety-square-foot cage. He hated that place with all his heart, but he created a niche
            for himself there, a reputation.
         

         
         Reputation, one of the most important things in prison. It’s what keeps you alive.

         
         Today, he doesn’t know where he belongs anymore. And he’s acutely aware of his reputation.

         
         Ex-con, murderer released too soon. A subhuman who deserved to die.

         
         Murderer, forever.

         
         So he thinks of Glen Affric. That place where he would be pure in the eyes of others. Where his reputation would be intact.

         
         Go back to Glen Affric, that’s what he should do. As soon as he has some money. But how can he abandon his mother a second time? Unthinkable, especially now. 

         
         Now that Léonard’s behind bars.

         
         *  *  *

         He wakes up in an unfamiliar place. White ceiling, white walls.

         
         “Hello, Léonard.”

         
         He tilts his head with a grimace of pain and happens upon the face of the prison doctor, a pretty young woman with a dark
            complexion.
         

         
         “Can you hear me, Léonard?”

         
         “Yes, ma’am. Where am I?”

         
         “In the infirmary. Do you remember what happened?”

         
         Léonard closes his eyes for a moment. He remembers Kaan’s violent rampage, the howls of the crowd. He remembers hearing a
            whistle and seeing pairs of guards arrive. An army of black shoes. He remembers strong arms lifting him up and placing him
            on a stretcher. Then nothing.
         

         
         The doctor explains that he has a fracture, that it’s not very serious, and that a cast will do the trick. Otherwise, just
            cuts and bruises.
         

         
         “Nothing to worry about,” says the young woman. “You’re tough. I gave you a painkiller, so you shouldn’t be in too much pain
            now, right?”
         

         
         “I’m fine, ma’am.”

         
         “We’ll put the cast on and then a guard will come get you.”

         
         “Okay, ma’am. Where’s Nanosh?”

         
         “He’s in a more serious condition,” says the doctor. “The ambulance took him to the hospital.”

         
         “He’s not going to die, is he?”

         
         “I don’t know, Léonard.”

         
          

         With his arm in a cast and sling, Léonard walks beside Alexandre. He has a huge bandage on his nose, too, but the doctor has
            assured him it’s not broken, that he won’t be disfigured.
         

         
         “Are we going back to my cell?”

         
         “No. We’re going to see Lieutenant Martel, head of detention. You met him when you first arrived.”

         
         “Why are we going to see him?”

         
         “Are you really asking me that question?” the guard asks, astonished.

         
         Alexandre opens the gates, and they soon reach the lieutenant’s office.

         
         “Hello, Léonard. Have a seat.”

         
         He obeys and realizes that Alexandre has stayed behind him, near the door.

         
         “Hello,” Léonard replies.

         
         “How are you feeling?”

         
         “I’m fine. My arm and nose hurt a little, but I’m fine.”

         
         “That’s good. Okay, let’s hear your side of the story.”

         
         Noticing Léonard’s puzzlement, the lieutenant clarifies. “Just tell me what happened on the walk this morning.”

         
         “Kaan hit Nanosh, and they started fighting. Then Kaan’s two buddies came to help him, and it was three against one.”

         
         “And what’s your role in the story?”

         
         “They were going to kill him!” Léonard exclaims. “You should have seen them beating him while he was on the ground! And then
            I went to help Nanosh, since there were no guards. Because they were going to kill him.”
         

         
         “So you hit Sohan, Mickaël, and Kaan?”

         
         “Oh, no, sir. Mickaël—I only pushed him, so he’d stop hitting Nanosh. And the other one, Sohan, the same. And I didn’t hit
            Kaan. I didn’t have time! He’s the one who hit me—and not just a little!” Léonard insists, pointing to the cast on his arm.
         

         
         “Um . . . so you didn’t hit Mickaël, you just pushed him?”

         
         “Yes, that’s right. Am I going to be punished?”

         
         “I don’t know. I’ll pass on my report to the prison warden, and you’ll be called before the commission.”

         
         “What’s the commission?”
         

         
         “A court that will decide whether or not you’ll be punished.”

         
         “But all I did was help him!” whimpers Léonard. “They were going to kill him, and you weren’t coming—”

         
         “You’re new here, so let me explain something to you, Léonard. Helping your fellow inmate isn’t necessarily a bad thing,”
            says the lieutenant. “But when there’s a fight, don’t get involved. It’s up to us to resolve the incident, not you.”
         

         
         “But you didn’t come!”

         
         “We need a little time to intervene, young man. Because we take every precaution to ensure that the guards don’t put themselves
            in danger, understand?”
         

         
         “I did it to help Nanosh, that’s all.”

         
         “Yes, but the problem is that Mickaël is hovering between life and death right now.”

         
         “Death? No, he can’t be dead; all I did was push him, so he’d stop hitting Nanosh!”
         

         
         “I didn’t say he was dead,” corrects the lieutenant. “I said he’s in very bad shape. But fortunately for you, the guard in the watchtower confirms your
            version of events. So we just have to hope that Mickaël pulls through.”
         

         
         “I don’t want him to die!”

         
         “I’m sure you don’t,” agrees the officer.

         
         “And Nanosh, is he between life and death, too?”

         
         “No,” says Lieutenant Martel. “The hospital doctor says he’s banged up, but he’s going to be okay.”

         
         “I’m glad. If I hadn’t gone to help him, they would have killed him, I’m telling you—”

         
         “Alexandre will take you back to your cell now. We’ll let you know what happens next. And in the future: If you see a fight,
            stay out of it.”
         

         
         Léonard lowers his eyes.

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard spends the afternoon dozing on his mattress, knocked out by pain and medication.

         
         At around seven in the evening, the bowl boy comes along the hall and the door opens to reveal Alexandre. The bowl boy places
            a single meal tray on the table and leaves without saying a word. While another guard opens the next cell, Alexandre lingers
            in cell 22.
         

         
         “Are you all right, Léonard?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Here’s the medicine the doctor wants you to take with your meal tonight.”

         
         Alexandre puts two pills on the table.

         
         “Have you heard anything about Nanosh?”

         
         “No, no further news. But he’s still alive or I would have heard.”

         
         “Thank God. And Mickaël?”

         
         “No news there either.”

         
         “Do you think he’s going to die?”

         
         “I don’t know, Léonard. I’m not a doctor, just a guard.”

         
         “And the other two?”

         
         “Kaan and Sohan were placed in solitary confinement. They’re on the block.”

         
         “What’s the block?”
         

         
         “The disciplinary area, in the basement. That’s where you end up when you do something stupid,” warns Alexandre. “Like fighting
            with another boy. They’ll stay there until tomorrow morning to clear their heads.”
         

         
         Léonard tries to sketch out the contours of this ominous place in his imagination. He sees a cellar full of vermin and darkness.

         
         He sees his worst nightmare.

         
         “Am I going to go to the block as well?”

         
         “The commission will decide. Good night, Léonard.”

         
         “Good night, sir.”

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard has hardly touched his lunch tray. Disgusting, cold food made even more nauseating by being locked up.

         
         Through the window, which he no longer dares open, he looks out at the adult wing. A guy on the second floor uses a yo-yo
            to pass a packet of rice down to a cell on the first floor. Achour has explained to him that grown-ups are allowed to cook in their cells to escape the prison administration’s dog food, as he calls it. They can even buy hot plates and a few ingredients at the canteen, which they then trade. Achour has also
            told him that spices are forbidden here, as are coffee and alcohol.
         

         
         Léonard turns on the TV and settles down on his mattress. He’d be more comfortable on Nanosh’s bed but refuses to take what
            doesn’t belong to him. After channel surfing for a few minutes, he stops on a movie he hasn’t seen. He thinks the actress
            is pretty, with her big blue eyes and full lips. She looks a little like Victoria. It’s enough to catch his eye and hold his
            attention for over an hour. Then he hops from one channel to another, dreading the silence and the night. Images without flavor,
            words without interest, boredom that doesn’t even send him to sleep.
         

         
         At exactly midnight, the screen automatically turns off, making Léonard jump. He stands up, paces in circles around his cage,
            endlessly repeating his prisoner number. He, who can never remember anything, will never forget this cursed sequence of four
            digits.
         

         
         He rests his forehead against the wall, closes his eyes, and listens to the sounds emanating from the other cells, the other
            buildings. Some inmates talk to each other, others to themselves. Some shout, insult, or threaten a real or imaginary opponent.
         

         
         How long before he, too, goes crazy?

         
         The madness doesn’t matter, since he has only two weeks to live. No, not even two weeks: Because he took down Mickaël, Kaan won’t waste any time. 

         
         Léonard imagines the razor blade sinking into his flesh and begins to tremble from head to toe. Could he defend himself? He
            remembers hitting Jules and his friends. Massacring them and howling.
         

         
         He was capable of that.
         

         
         But that’s why he’s here.

         
         If he hits Kaan—even if it’s in self-defense—he’ll get sent to the block. A place that sounds like his worst nightmare. 

         
         He lies back on his mattress, feeling the cold ground beneath his spine. With Jules, too, it looked like self-defense, and
            yet—
         

         
         He wonders if Nanosh will die. He sees his bloodied face again, his eyes closed.

         
         Maybe he’ll have the cell to himself. What if he can’t endure the unrelenting loneliness?

         
         Maybe Kaan will kill him before he has a chance to find out.

         
         He buries his head in the pillow and whispers his mother’s name.

         
         “Please come get me—come get me!”

         
         At least tonight he’ll be free to cry all the tears inside him.
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         Nanosh has been in the hospital for three days and Léonard has had no news of him. No news of Mickaël, either. Fortunately,
            Alexandre reassured him that if either of them had succumbed to their injuries, everyone would know about it.
         

         
         Even though Léonard finds it hard to figure out why, he misses the Gypsy. His little phrases, including his favorite:

         
         Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?

         
         This morning, he had a visit from a social worker, who brought him clothes in his own size: T-shirts that had already been
            worn but were still fine, another pair of jeans and a sweater, a few pairs of underwear and socks. Léonard was finally able
            to change into clean clothes after his shower, and now feels much fresher.
         

         
         He doesn’t eat anything at lunchtime. He used to have such a healthy appetite, before. . . . This food disgusts him, as does
            this place. On an empty stomach, he joins Achour in the hallway for the walk. Since the brawl, the supervisors have separated
            the minors into two groups. The first goes down to the yard in the morning; the other, in the early afternoon. A temporary
            measure, just to calm things down. And to make time for all the accused to go before the commission and be punished.
         

         
         Under a leaden sky, the teenagers of Group B finally enjoy a moment of relaxation. Achour and Léonard walk close by the walls
            before settling on the bench reserved for Nanosh. They’re chatting when a projectile lands at Achour’s feet, a pebble with a piece of paper wrapped around it, held in place by a rubber band. The two boys look up at the windows but see no one. Achour picks up the rock and removes the rubber band. 

         
         “What is it?” Léonard asks impatiently.

         
         “Let’s see. . . .”

         
         Achour unfolds the paper and frowns. Then he hands it to his friend.

         
         “I think this is for you, man. And I think it’s from cell 37.”

         
         Léonard’s heart constricts painfully. A simple drawing, very explicit and pretty well done.

         
         A coffin with a cross on it.

         
         Léonard looks up again and sees the massive figure of the Turk making his fingers into a gun and pointing it at him.

         
         *  *  *

         Tonight, Léonard forces himself to eat, even though the food is just as vile as usual. If he’s going to survive in this jungle,
            he can’t lose his last bit of strength. When his tray is taken away after the meal, he turns on the TV but can’t find anything
            to dispel his dark thoughts.
         

         
         He dozed for most of the afternoon, probably from the pain meds. Maybe also because here, in the darkness of this prison,
            the nights are sleepless, woven with anguish and nightmares as brief as they are violent. For Léonard, it’s impossible to
            sleep at the usual times. Too many unanswered questions, too many regrets prevent him from closing his eyes. If only he could
            talk to his mother, hear her voice. The voice that always brings him comfort. Is she so angry with him that she hasn’t applied
            for a visitor’s permit? Has she decided to let him rot in this filthy prison as a punishment? Is someone preventing her from
            coming to see him, coming to his aid?
         

         
         If only he knew. If only he could see her face.

         
         He goes into the shower room and looks at himself in the mirror for a moment. He’s taken the bandage off his nose and his eyes are rimmed with black, purple, and blue. He looks like a defeated boxer. 

         
         He returns to his mattress just as a key turns in the lock. When Nanosh enters the cell, Léonard gapes, stunned. His cellmate’s
            face is so damaged that he barely recognizes him. Even worse than his own.
         

         
         The door closes and the Gypsy slumps onto his bed.

         
         “I can get you a drink, if you want,” Léonard offers in a small voice.

         
         “Leave me alone. I wanna snooze.”

         
         “All right. I won’t make any noise.”

         
         He sits down obediently on his mattress.

         
         “Hey, John, are they out?”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Kaan and his bunch of bastards—”

         
         “Kaan and Sohan spent the night on the block, and Mickaël is in the hospital. But they keep us separate on the walks.”

         
         “So they haven’t gone before the commission yet,” concludes the Gypsy.

         
         He can hardly speak. He might have lost a few teeth in the fight.

         
         “Three against one, that’s not fair,” says Léo.

         
         “You always talk like a kid! You haven’t changed, have you, John?”

         
         “Why would I change?”

         
         Nanosh turns his head toward him and frowns. He’s finally noticed the cast and the black eyes.

         
         “What happened to your arm?”

         
         “It’s broken.”

         
         “What the hell did you do?”

         
         Léonard stares at him in astonishment.

         
         “Kaan broke my arm.”

         
         “But when?”

         
         “Well, when he hit you.”

         
         “I don’t understand.”

         
         “When I saw they were going to kill you, I came over. And I stopped them from beating you up.”

         
         Nanosh sits open-mouthed for a moment, visibly incredulous.

         
         “You fought Kaan when—”

         
         “Kaan, Sohan, and Mickaël. And Mickaël’s between life and death now. Because of me.”

         
         The Gypsy shakes his head.

         
         “Why are you lying like this, John? Stop fucking with me, okay? You fell down the stairs—just admit it!”

         
         “No! I swear—”

         
         “Ah, shut up!” Nanosh orders. “I’m tired of listening to your bullshit. Say you wish they’d killed me!”

         
         “No! That’s not what I want!”

         
         “Then you’d have the cell all to yourself.”

         
         “I don’t care about the cell.”

         
         The Gypsy heads for the shower room. He stumbles and collapses before he gets there. Léonard rushes to support him, helping
            him to the sink. Nanosh looks into the unbreakable mirror, which reveals his battered face.
         

         
         “Damn—just look at me!”

         
         From his toilet bag, he retrieves a small box, then Léonard helps him back to his bed. He hopes for a thank-you or a smile,
            but the Gypsy continues to give him the cold shoulder.
         

         
         “They’re gonna pay, those bastards. . . .”

         
         “What are you going to do?”

         
         Nanosh opens the box. He awkwardly tries to roll a joint with his bandaged and swollen hands.

         
         “They’re gonna freak out and eat their nuts, I’m tellin’ you!” he growls.

         
         “But you could end up on the block, like them!”

         
         Nanosh pulls out a lighter, barely concealed between the mattress and the bed frame. His fingers tremble as he lights his
            spliff.
         

         
         “I don’t give a fuck about solitary. I’m no faggot!”

         
         “Of course not,” mutters Léonard. “You know, Kaan came to see me. His buddies, too.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “The day before your fight. He wants me to pay him a tax. But I don’t have any money. He said if I don’t pay in two weeks,
            he’ll slit my throat like a pig!”
         

         
         “Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?” replies Nanosh, laughing.

         
         “It’s not funny!” protests Léonard. “And now that I put Mickaël in the hospital, he’s super pissed. Today on the walk he sent
            me a drawing of a coffin. Want to see it?”
         

         
         The Gypsy lies back and closes his eyes.

         
         “Come on, stop with the stories, you’re pissing me off! And turn off that fucking light.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Turn it off, John.”

         
          

         It’s 2:40 a.m. by Léonard’s trusty watch. Tonight, the prison is quiet, almost silent. Léonard rocks back and forth on his
            uncomfortable mattress. It’s the only way he can calm his frayed nerves. Sometimes, discreetly, he takes a few steps around
            the cell.
         

         
         He’s pretty sure Nanosh is fast asleep, no doubt knocked out by the drugs. So when the tears come, he doesn’t hold them back.

         
         In silence, Léonard weeps.

         
         Fear.

         
         Of never leaving here.

         
         Never seeing Mona’s face again. Forgetting her, maybe.

         
         Never going back to his home, his den, his friends.

         
         Growing old in this cramped, filthy cell.

         
         Banging his head against the walls, scraping his skin on the barbed wire.

         
         He whispers his mother’s name and rocks back and forth, back and forth.

         
         Dying of anguish.

         
         Slowly.

         
         A yard away, Nanosh lies, his eyes open to the night. He listens to the prayers and sobs of this strange boy. He wants to
            cry, too. But his tears dried up long ago. He’s become a barren desert, advancing and destroying everything in his path.
         

         
         *  *  *

         At seven in the morning, Léonard wakes with a start. He’d only just fallen asleep. He greets the guard, then dives right back
            into sleep until the bowl boy brings the trays. For a half hour, the guards leave the doors open and let the inmates move
            freely from cell to cell, even though it’s against the rules. Achour appears on the walkway and gives Léonard a friendly wave.
            Then Nanosh stretches, picks up his tray, and disappears. No doubt he’ll be joining his buddy, Valentin. Léonard takes a sip
            of chocolate, then starts making his cellmate’s bed. He’s getting back to normal, even though it’s much harder with only one
            arm.
         

         
         Nanosh returns to the cell, his tray in his hands.

         
         “Leave the bed,” he orders. “Why don’t you come sit down? We need to talk.”

         
         Surprised, Léonard obeys, while Nanosh pushes the cell door shut.

         
         “Didn’t get much sleep, huh, John?”

         
         “No. I can’t sleep in here.”

         
         “You will. You’ll get used to it.”

         
         “I’m not staying here!”

         
         “We all say that.” The Gypsy smiles. “We all say that—I knew a guy who used to say that here in prison, you sleep like a baby: You wake up every two hours to cry!” 

         
         Léonard’s throat tightens, and he mechanically stirs his now cold chocolate with a spoon.

         
         “Last night, you talked to your mom in your sleep,” says Nanosh.

         
         “I don’t remember,” claims Léonard.

         
         “You miss her, don’t you, John? I don’t have a mom anymore—she died when I was six. And my dad took off just before that.
            I was raised by one of my aunts, and my older sister took care of me, too. See how miserable my life is?” Nanosh smiles.
         

         
         “Sorry,” murmurs Léonard.

         
         The Gypsy shrugs his shoulders, as if it’s all in the past, as if the wound has closed.

         
         “She’ll probably come to see you—your mom—but it won’t be for a while.”

         
         Léonard wants to cry again.

         
         “I heard you want to call her, but you don’t have a cent?”

         
         “No, I have nothing. But they said my mom’ll send me money.”

         
         “Sure. But you’ll be waiting weeks for that.”

         
         “Weeks?”

         
         “Yeah, John. Everything’s slow around here. Even if she makes the transfer tomorrow, you won’t get it for two or three weeks.
            And without any cash, you can’t do nothing. You can’t call her. But I can fix that.”
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “I’ll try to find you a cell phone. It won’t be easy, but I’ll try.”

         
         “That’d be so cool!”

         
         “Ach told me what you did in the yard—so you weren’t making things up after all.”

         
         “I wasn’t going to let them kill you!”

         
         The Gypsy stares at him with his piercing black eyes.

         
         “And why’s that, John? Why didn’t you let them finish me off?”

         
         “Because it wasn’t fair.”

         
         Nanosh smiles and shakes his head.

         
         “Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?”

         
         Léonard smiles back. At that moment, Valentin pushes open the door to their cell.

         
         “Hey, what’re you doing, Nanosh? Aren’t you coming?”

         
         The Gypsy grits his teeth and, without turning his head toward Valentin, says, “Go away.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Get out or I’ll smash your head in.”

         
         Valentin steps back and disappears down the hall. Nanosh looks at Léonard again.

         
         “Kaan ain’t gonna let this go. He’s gonna ruin your life.”

         
         “Yeah, I think so, too. But now there’s two of us, right?”

         
         “Yeah, John. Now there’s two of us.”
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         When the sound of the lock breaks the silence, Angélique barely hears it. For several hours now, she’s been sailing between
            two shores. One bordering the world of the living; the other bordering an unknown universe she’d love to explore.
         

         
         Arms lift her off the ground and carry her into the brutal light. Her raglike body offers no resistance, her brain having
            long since surrendered. The successive jolts tell her the monster is climbing the few steps to the porch. With a flick of
            his shoulder, he pushes open the wooden door, which groans under the impact. Even with her eyes closed, Angélique recognizes
            the smell of gasoline and varnish that permanently pervades the porch, which serves as her uncle’s workshop. Mercilessly,
            he dumps Angélique on an old couch where the dog slept when it was still alive. She’s probably too dirty to get put in the
            living room or bedroom.
         

         
         Unable to move, Angélique feels the cold continue to devour her heart. The air she inhales burns her arid throat, tormented
            by thirst. Her mind drowns in delirium mixed with memories.
         

         
         Without choosing to, she goes back through the years—blurred, vague images that loom chaotically. A vast garden bathed in sunshine, brightened by yellow, orange, and pink flowers; a small pond with green water; an old single-story
               building. A white gate covered in gnarled ivy, her father’s hand grasping hers, her mother’s laughter. Her red dress and the
               blue shutters of the house. All those colors gone, swallowed by the permanent darkness.

         
         Without a struggle, she plunges into other, less distant, far crueler memories. A cemetery, people dressed in black, and the monster staring at her like a predator eyeing its prey. Two suitcases in the
               trunk of a beige car, the faux leather back seat, the monster’s gaze meeting hers in the rearview mirror. And as Angélique’s
               voice dies away, perhaps forever, the voice of her uncle, whom she hates more than anyone else, echoes:

         
         I don’t know how my brother could have produced a moron like you. It must be your mother! That whore who thought she was the
               Queen of England! Now I’m in charge, you hear? Now I am your whole life!

         
         Angélique surfaces briefly, opens her eyes to the porch ceiling. Dull paneling, a few beams, a few transparent tiles. The
            shadow of the monster doing something beside her.
         

         
         Her eyelids droop. She falls back.

         
         Attila, the cane corso who slept on this old couch in winter. His slate-gray brindled coat, his deep amber eyes, always worried.
               A rainy day that never ends, water running down dirty windows like tears down a frozen face. Cartridges going into the chamber
               of an old shotgun. A cold hand grabbing the collar and dragging the dog into the soaking wet yard.

         
         The hand he dared to bite.

         
         In the midst of her reminiscing, Angélique hears the footsteps of the colossus returning to her side. He straightens her neck
            and she feels the mouth of a bottle force her chapped lips apart, then water flooding her mouth, her throat.
         

         
         Attila, with his tail between his legs, is led to the pit dug for him. Angélique runs out of the house into the rain. The
               monster takes aim. She tries to stop him, receives a violent blow, and falls into the mud.

         
         The detonation, the dog collapsing, the foot pushing the corpse into the hole. The monster grabbing her by the arm and dragging
               her home.

         
         The neck of the bottle moves away from her mouth. Her head falls back onto the dirty couch. The giant disappears for a moment. When he returns, she hears his voice. 

         
         “Open your eyes.”

         
         Her eyelids lift again. She sees the barrel of the old shotgun pointed at her face.

         
         “Remember that stupid mutt? Next time you pull another stunt like this or try to get away, you’ll end up in the hole. Just
            like him.”
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         Léonard paces his cell, unable to stay still. The morning seems like it will never end. Nanosh is at the machine shop and
            won’t be back until eleven. Meanwhile, Léonard grows more impatient. He can’t wait for the Gypsy to get him a phone, even
            though he knows it’s against the rules. By coming to his aid, Nanosh may have found a way for Léonard to talk to Mona. Just
            to hear her voice, which he misses so much and dreams of at night, when sleep pulls him out of this endless nightmare.
         

         
         I’ll be able to talk to you, and then you’ll come get me. You’ll get me out of here, just like you pulled me out of the mud.

         
         Soothed, he opens the window and puts his face up to the bars. In the yard—their yard—a group of adults, separated from the
            rest of the inmates, enjoy a moment of freedom. Insults erupt from the opposite wing, soon joined by voices from his own building.
         

         
         Cocksuckers, faggots, queers, pedos.

         
         Objects fly out of the cell windows and land in the yard, most of them missing their targets. Léonard realizes that the men
            outside are from the ground floor. Achour has explained that they are kept separate, so they don’t get lynched by the others.
         

         
         Pedophiles and child torturers, but also transgender people.

         
         Subhumans, as they’re called in here.
         

         
         In here, where you have to puff out your chest, show your muscles, and hide your tears.

         
         *  *  *

         “Sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Mona asks again.

         
         Jorge gives her a reassuring smile before getting into the car.

         
         “It’s okay, Mom. Don’t worry,” he says, slamming the door.

         
         Mona gives him a final wave as the old Clio takes off down the damp, cold road that winds through the fields. Jorge turns
            on the radio, finds the news, and listens with a distracted ear. He has the terrible feeling that he’s become a stranger to
            this land, this world, and even the human race.
         

         
         It’s a forty-five-minute drive into town, to the courthouse. The criminal justice system is eager to remind him that he is
            not a free man. In its eyes, he’s still a convict serving his sentence, even if he now serves it outside the prison walls.
         

         
         At any moment, at the slightest misstep, the regional parole court could send him back where he came from. For six more years.

         
         Six long years waiting to be free, truly free.

         
         The miles tick by slowly, as Jorge is no longer used to speed. Moving, traveling more than thirty miles from his starting
            point, gives him a strange feeling. As if he were doing something forbidden. Sneaking away, escaping.
         

         
         The road here is monotonous. Fields, groves, fields again. A few geometrically shaped patches of forest, ugly because they
            were planted by human hands. Jorge keeps his eyes riveted to the asphalt, but his mind is far away. It teleports him back
            thirteen years—
         

         
          

         Standing motionless in the dock.

         
         The verdict has just struck him down.

         
         Twenty-two years’ imprisonment.

         
         His lips part for a cry that never comes.

         
         In the public gallery, Mona bursts into tears, Joseph bows his head.

         
         The distraught lawyer turns to his client. He can find no words to help him.

         
         The officers quickly take him away. Jorge has just enough time to meet his parents’ eyes, to see their grief-stricken faces.
               They’ve just lost their only son. And they’ve been condemned, too. To grief, shame, and anger.

         
         Passing through the pack of sensation-seeking vultures, having flashbulbs and insults shoved in his face, getting into the
               van, once again.

         
         Back to square one.

         
         Jorge had nurtured the hope of being listened to, of being heard. Of seeing his honor publicly restored, of hugging his mother.
               Hope of never going back to prison, finally returning home after almost three years behind bars. He’d even hoped for an apology,
               a mea culpa.

         
         In the police vehicle, he remains dignified.

         
         Dignified, as Cisco taught him.

         
         In his head, there’s a huge void. An opaque mist through which he’ll forever see the world and its version of justice.

         
         Twenty-two years.

         
         On the journey back to prison, Jorge gives up the last of his dreams. He locks them away in a safe and throws away the key.

         
         Twenty-two years.

         
         He knows he’ll never be the man he was or could have been.

         
         Cisco liked to say that innocent people who go to prison come out guilty. Those who are already violent might come out even
               more violent than before.

         
         Become a savage beast nourished on hatred, quenched by injustice—that’s what the jury just condemned him to.

         
         *  *  *

         The walk, at last. After the endless passages, gates, and staircases, the young inmates emerge outside. Léonard discovers he now has the right to sit on the bench next to Nanosh. The Gypsy observes the others and meets their gazes, hostile and docile. He’s back and he’s making it known. 

         
         Valentin hesitates for a few minutes before approaching the bench.

         
         “Can we talk?”

         
         Nanosh stands up, towering over him.

         
         “I don’t talk to little shits like you. Go away.”

         
         “Stop fucking around, Nanosh!” begs the blond boy. “What the hell are you doing with this retard?”

         
         “Where were you when those bastards jumped me?”

         
         Valentin kicks a pebble and looks up at the watchtower to avoid the dark eyes of his former partner in crime.

         
         “Where were you?” repeats the Gypsy, raising his voice.

         
         “Fuck it, Nanosh, I couldn’t help you!”

         
         “You got nothing in your pants! Say it—you got nothing in your pants!”

         
         “You’re right, but next time—”

         
         “The retard, as you call him, didn’t leave me to die. You did. Now you listen to me, you dirty bastard: You better stay away or your
            mom won’t recognize you next time she visits.”
         

         
         Valentin walks away, hands in his pockets, and the Gypsy returns to sit next to Léonard.

         
         “Wasn’t he your friend?” asks Léonard.

         
         “I thought so. I screwed up.”

         
         “He was scared, that’s all,” says Léonard.

         
         “Were you scared, John?”

         
         “Yes. And I thought Kaan was going to kill me.”

         
         “And yet you showed up. It’s called courage. You’re as dumb as my left foot, but you’ve got some cojones, John.”

         
         Léonard wavers between sorrow and pride. Dumb but brave. Stupid but strong.

         
         Better than nothing, he consoles himself.

         
         “And you’re not as dumb as you look,” Nanosh continues. “It’s just that there’s something missing in your head, I think.”

         
         “My mom says it’s because of what happened to me when I was a kid.”

         
         “What was that?” asks the Gypsy.

         
         Léonard suddenly hears Mona’s voice, as if she were right there beside him on that bench, in that yard, within those walls.
            So he recites the story he’s heard dozens of times.
         

         
         “It was a Thursday morning, November 6. It was raining—but it wasn’t cold. She was on her way to work, but her car wouldn’t
            start—”
         

         
         “Whose car?” interrupts Nanosh. “Who’s she?”
         

         
         “Mona, my mom.”

         
         At this point, Achour comes near, and with a glance the Gypsy gives him permission to enter his territory and sit down next
            to them.
         

         
         “She had to walk down to the village to catch a bus. As she was walking along the road, suddenly she saw a little boy in the
            ditch. He must have been about five years old, wearing dirty, torn clothes, with long hair and a face covered in mud and dirt.
            He looked like—a small, wounded animal.”
         

         
         The two teenagers are hanging on to Léonard’s every word.

         
         “She tried to talk to the little boy, but he didn’t move. As if he was afraid or didn’t hear her.”

         
         “Were you the little boy?” asks Achour.

         
         “Of course it was him!” whispers Nanosh. “And then?”

         
         “She went down into the ditch with him, and he tried to run away. But she caught him and held him in her arms. Apparently,
            he was screaming and struggling. He bit her, scratched her—like an animal. She spoke softly to him, and he calmed down.”
         

         
         “And you remember all this?” asks Achour.

         
         “It’s all a blur,” admits Léonard. “Even though Mona’s told me the story a hundred times, I can’t really remember.”

         
         “Go on,” Nanosh begs.

         
         “She took him home and when she set him down, he hid behind a piece of furniture and wouldn’t come out.”

         
         Nanosh nods. “Like an animal.”

         
         “By speaking to him patiently, she managed to get him to come out and gave him something to eat and drink. Then she tried
            to call the police, but the storm had knocked the power out. Since it was raining hard, she thought she’d let them know the
            next day, and kept the little boy with her all night.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge has been waiting in the hallway of the courthouse for almost an hour. This place that reopens his wounds, makes them
            raw and bloody.
         

         
         Yet on the outside, he looks calm.

         
         Dignified, always dignified.

         
         Handcuffed defendants regularly pass in front of him. He says a silent prayer to himself: Never go through that again.

         
         Never go back there.

         
         I’d rather die.

         
         When the sentencing judge finally opens his door, Jorge is invited in. The magistrate consults the file. He clearly didn’t
            have time to prepare for this meeting beforehand.
         

         
         “Mr. Mathieu, how’s your parole going?”

         
         “It’s only just begun, Your Honor.”

         
         “Of course. So you live with your parents, do you?”

         
         “With my mother,” corrects Jorge. “My father hanged himself after I was sentenced.”

         
         Embarrassed, the judge coughs and clears his throat. Jorge decides to hammer home the point: “He probably couldn’t bear it
            that his only son had been accused of two horrific murders when he was innocent. Or maybe it was because he went bankrupt
            and had to sell off his life’s work to compensate the families of my alleged victims?”
         

         
         The magistrate looks up at Jorge, staring at him over his reading glasses.

         
         “We’re not here to retry your case, Mr. Mathieu.”

         
         “And yet it would be the right thing to do,” Jorge says coldly. “Because I’ve never killed anyone in my life and because I’ve
            spent sixteen years in prison for two crimes I didn’t commit.”
         

         
         The judge squirms in his chair, and Jorge realizes he’s wasting his time. Worse still, he’s alienating the person who will
            monitor him for the next six years.
         

         
         “But that’s not your role,” he adds.

         
         “Right, let’s get on with it—I see you have a part-time job lined up?”

         
         “Yes, at a warehouse selling building materials to professional and private customers.”

         
         “What will you be doing there?”

         
         “Stocker, forklift operator.”

         
         “Perfect.”

         
         Perfect, yes. For someone who dreamed of higher education and an exciting career.

         
         “Eventually, I’m hoping they’ll take me on full-time.”

         
         The magistrate then sets out the rules, which will apply until the end of Jorge’s parole: Report to him in this office every
            month, hold down a job, stay away from the families of the victims, don’t leave the county without permission, let alone the
            country—the list goes on and on.
         

         
         “Your Honor, one of the families lives in a village three miles from mine. I’ve heard the mother and father go shopping in
            Granviller sometimes. What should I do if I run into them? If I meet them in the street or in a store?”
         

         
         “Well, if it’s involuntary, there’s no problem. You simply make sure there’s no contact; you move on.”

         
         “And do I have to lower my eyes, too?” Jorge blurts out before he can stop himself.

         
         He immediately regrets his comeback. The judge’s face tenses, but he says nothing. He consults his schedule, sets the next appointment, and walks Jorge to the door of his office. 

         
         “This parole means we’re giving you a chance,” the magistrate reminds him. “Don’t mess it up.”

         
         The threat is thinly veiled and the young man smiles.

         
         “Don’t worry, Judge, I know I’m extremely lucky.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         “The next morning, she got through to the officers and they came to pick up the little boy,” continues Léonard. “He already
            seemed reluctant to leave her side! He clung to her—”
         

         
         “No surprise there,” says Nanosh. “Who’d want to go with the cops?”

         
         Achour starts laughing while Léonard watches Valentin, who keeps his distance but shoots dirty looks at him.

         
         He realizes he’s just made another enemy.

         
         “They looked everywhere for the boy’s real parents, trying to find out where he came from. But Mona always says: ‘It’s as
            if he came out of the ground, out of nowhere.’ They said that . . .”
         

         
         Léonard pauses his story, which has suddenly become painful.

         
         “What did they say?” Nanosh encourages him.

         
         “They said he showed signs of mistreatment and abuse, that he’d been starved and had never seen a doctor. He’d never been
            to school, either, and he couldn’t even speak. They didn’t know where he’d come from. So they put him in an orphanage.”
         

         
         Silence again. It was less painful when Mona told the story.

         
         “They called me Léonard because I was found on Saint Léonard’s Day.”

         
         “That’s dumb!” Achour laughs. “Can you imagine if your mother had found you on Saint Loser’s Day?”

         
         Nanosh laughs as Léonard tries to continue his difficult tale.

         
         “Mona came to see me all the time, and I was only calm when she was there. So she offered to take me in, and they said yes.”

         
         The guards give the signal that it’s time to head back to the cells, and the three teenagers leave their bench. As they walk,
            Achour and Nanosh continue to listen to Léonard’s story.
         

         
         “Then she did everything she could to keep me and adopt me. In the end, she and Joseph did adopt me. But Joseph wasn’t really
            there. He worked all the time and always looked sad—until the day he hanged himself in the barn.”
         

         
         Nanosh puts a hand on his shoulder.

         
         “You were lucky she found you, John. She’s a good woman, your old mama.”

         
         “Yeah,” says Léonard. “You’re right. She is a good woman.”

         
         Achour disappears into his cell, and Léonard and Nanosh head into cell 22. The door closes and Nanosh slumps onto his bed.

         
         “What about you? What’s your story?” Léonard asks.

         
         The Gypsy lights a cigarette and offers one to his cellmate, who hesitates for a moment.

         
         “Don’t worry, we have plenty of time before they bring the trays,” says Nanosh.

         
         Léonard accepts and opens the cell window.

         
         “So, what’s your story?”

         
         The Gypsy looks up at the ceiling.

         
         “My story is crap. Nothing but shit.”

         
         Then he smiles and adds: “But that’s normal, because—”

         
         “Because life’s a bitch,” Léonard finishes.

         
         “That’s it, John. That’s exactly it.”
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         The next morning, the Disciplinary Committee makes its decision. Kaan and Sohan get seven days on the block, the maximum allowed.
            Nanosh gets three days.
         

         
         Intimidated to be appearing before these new judges, Léonard cannot defend himself. And he still can’t grasp why he’s being
            punished, either.
         

         
         He gets the same sentence as Nanosh, even though Mickaël seems to be recovering.

         
         “Too bad you just turned sixteen,” says the Gypsy. “If you were fifteen, those bastards wouldn’t have the right to send you
            to solitary.”
         

         
         Achour also hints that the judges—the real ones—know about these punishments and don’t take kindly to anyone who misbehaves
            in prison.
         

         
         Back in his cell, Léonard collapses on his mattress.

         
         “Pack your things,” says Nanosh.

         
         “Is it hard on the block?”

         
         “Think it scares me?” the Gypsy crows. “Fuck their rathole! Come on, John, you’re a big guy; you’re not going to show them
            you’re scared shitless! Pack your things, I said. Take your toiletries and a sweater. It’s freezing down there.”
         

         
         Throat tight, Léonard picks up his old sweater, a jacket, and his toiletry bag.

         
         “Do we need toilet paper?”

         
         “No, don’t bother.”

         
         The Gypsy hands him two foil-wrapped cookie packets and a package of candy.

         
         “Put these in your toiletry bag. When you’re feeling sad, eat and you’ll feel better.”

         
         “Thank you,” murmurs Léonard.

         
         “Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?”

         
         Alexandre opens the door.

         
         “It’s time.”

         
         The two boys obediently follow the guard as he heads for hallways Léonard has never encountered.

         
         “You’re a bunch of bastards!” Nanosh suddenly exclaims.

         
         “Watch your language,” Alexandre cautions.

         
         “I didn’t mean you, sir,” the Gypsy says apologetically. “But why did they sentence Léo, huh? He was just trying to help me.”

         
         “I know, Nanosh. But I’m not head of the commission. There’s nothing I can do about it. Anyway, three days go by pretty fast.”

         
         “I’m used to it, but Léo—”

         
         “Worried about him? You’re making progress, Nanosh!”

         
         They arrive in the disciplinary section, where adults and minors mix together. At the entrance to the block, Alexandre whispers
            a few words in the ear of another guard, who takes over. They pass through a sinister hallway where a dilapidated pipe system
            hugs the wall. The guard opens the first cell, and Nanosh smiles at his friend.
         

         
         “All right, John, see you in three days. Don’t forget you’ve got a big pair of cojones, eh?”

         
         The guard rolls his eyes and closes the door behind Nanosh. He opens the next door and Léonard looks in, horrified, on the
            small cell—gray walls, a window boarded up with a piece of plywood, a stainless-steel toilet, and a sink. On the single bed,
            a blanket folded in four, but no sheets.
         

         
         “You’ll get a shower in two days,” says the guard.

         
         “Okay,” mumbles Léonard.

         
         “And you’ll take your walk one by one in a special yard. Any questions? Alexandre told me you were new.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “You’re off to a great start! So, any questions?”

         
         Léonard doesn’t have time to formulate any. The door slams, the key bolts the lock, and he stands in the middle of the disaster,
            his eyes fixed on the boarded window. He drops his belongings on the filthy floor and falls onto the bed, which bends and
            creaks under his weight. He starts to rock, slowly.
         

         
         “9426 . . . 9426 . . . 9426  . . .”

         
         He stares at his wrist and realizes, to his horror, that he has left his watch in his cell.

         
         *  *  *

         In prison, he faced the most violent, bloodthirsty beasts. He always managed to survive, despite taking a good few knocks.

         
         So many, he lost count.

         
         But on this Saturday morning, Jorge hesitates to get out of the Clio.

         
         Of course, he could always go into the town—where no one’s likely to recognize him—whenever he needs something.

         
         Of course, he could escape this altogether—hide and hole up—why not? But this morning, he decides to take the plunge, to face
            his fears.
         

         
         He jams a hat on his head and locks the car doors before heading for the village center. His mission of the day: to buy a
            carton of cigarettes. There are two bars in Granviller, but only one sells tobacco, the one across from Sacha’s workshop.
         

         
         He pushes open the door and walks up to the counter, where a young woman is in charge of cigarettes and lottery tickets. A little farther on, behind the counter, Jorge recognizes Mr. Raymondi, the owner, who hasn’t changed much, except that he’s put on about fifty pounds. Jorge watches him fill cups, but also glasses, as some people have already started drinking pastis, brandy, or white wine. The room is full, lively, and noisy. Everyone’s talking about the world when they know nothing about it. 

         
         “Good morning, sir!” says the pretty blond.

         
         “Hi. A carton of Benson Golds, please.”

         
         The young woman disappears into the storeroom and Jorge keeps his head down, avoiding the gaze of the men around him.

         
         “So, has anyone seen the killer?” asks a man in his sixties, leaning against the bar.

         
         “Nah,” says the boss, “Nobody. He’s probably in hiding—no surprise there!”

         
         “But are we sure he came back here?”

         
         “Yeah,” says Raymondi. “An officer told me. He’s at his mother’s.”

         
         “Shameless bastard!” the customer says, spitting in disgust.

         
         Jorge’s heart quickens; his fists clench. Yet his face remains inscrutable.

         
         “It’s the judges who should be ashamed,” continues Raymondi. “He didn’t even serve twenty years, the piece of filth!”

         
         “What kind of shitty justice. I’d have cut his head off!”

         
         “Still, it’s sad for the parents,” the bar owner points out.

         
         “Especially for the girl’s parents,” says another man who joins them at the bar. “The girl’s parents and the boy’s. They’re
            the ones we should feel sorry for.”
         

         
         The young woman finally returns and scans the carton. With neither credit card nor checkbook at his disposal, Jorge hands
            her a one-hundred-euro bill. She touches it, examines it from every angle, then puts it through a machine to check that it’s
            real.
         

         
         “Sure,” agrees Raymondi, “but it’s tough all the same for the killer’s parents. It can’t be easy to realize you’ve brought
            a murderer into the world!”
         

         
         “Especially now that the other one’s in prison, too!” laughs the older man.

         
         Still doubtful about the bill’s authenticity, the sales assistant seeks the advice of her employer. Inevitably, Mr. Raymondi turns toward Jorge before examining the hundred-euro bill. He frowns, but doesn’t seem to recognize him, and nods to let his employee know that she can put the bill in the register. 

         
         “I guess Mona doesn’t know how to raise her kids,” he sneers.

         
         “Yeah, and she doesn’t know how to please her man either, or he wouldn’t have hanged himself!” says the other customer with
            a loud cackle.
         

         
         Raymondi looks up and sees Jorge in front of the counter, glowering at him. He stops spitting venom for a moment.

         
         “Young man, what can we get y—”

         
         All at once the man freezes, struck dumb.

         
         “Good morning,” says Jorge. “A coffee, please.”

         
         The two customers and the owner exchange stunned glances, as if they want to be certain it’s the killer. That he really is
            here; that they’re not dreaming. To help them, Jorge takes off his hat and places it on the bar. And he flashes the owner
            a smile so terrifying that Raymondi drops the cup he’s holding. It bounces into the stainless-steel sink before breaking in
            two.
         

         
         “A strong coffee,” says the young man in a quiet voice. “Because I haven’t had one in sixteen years.”

         
         Whispers spread from table to table, and the bar’s usual hubbub gives way to a heavy silence.

         
         “I’d like a croissant, too,” adds Jorge. “Do you have any?”

         
         “Yes . . .”

         
         When Raymondi turns to the coffee machine, Jorge notices the man’s hand is shaking, and his smile widens. When he places the
            cup on the saucer, some of the coffee spills over.
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         No one speaks. Everyone stares at him. Even the cigarette seller stands petrified behind her counter. Jorge savors these surreal minutes to the fullest. He wants to strangle them all but enjoys the fear he inspires. He finishes his coffee and attacks his croissant. 

         
         “Do you have napkins?”

         
         Haltingly, the owner nods toward an old-fashioned napkin dispenser on the bar.

         
         “I’d love a refill, too. It’s so nice in here—the kind of place you really don’t want to leave!”

         
         *  *  *

         With no watch and no daylight, it’s hard to keep track of time.

         
         And it’s painfully slow.

         
         How could he forget such an essential item? His watch, still on the edge of the sink. Léonard has been taking it off a lot
            since he got the cast, because he’s not used to wearing it on his right wrist.
         

         
         He curses himself silently and paces the cell. From time to time, he sits down on the bed and rocks for a few minutes. Then
            he starts his infernal to-and-fro again, endlessly brushing the walls of his cage, like one of those wild beasts he once saw
            in a zoo.
         

         
         The smell here is hard to bear, as if the previous occupant had urinated on the walls. The mattress is full of stains—and
            he doesn’t want to know where they came from. Cobwebs cover the ceiling, and cockroaches navigate the walls, floor, and plumbing
            pipes. A dead one lies crushed at the foot of the bed frame.
         

         
         In the cell to the left, a man hacks and spits constantly, and it seems to Léonard that he’s choking to death amid general
            indifference. But what disturbs him most is the absence of a light switch in his cell.
         

         
         Will they turn off the lights tonight? Here, there’s no chance of any outside light to save him. Will he find himself in complete
            darkness, at the mercy of his demons?
         

         
         He rests his forehead against the damp wall and closes his eyes.

         
         “Nanosh?”

         
         No answer.

         
         “Nanosh!” Léonard shouts.

         
         “John?”

         
         The Gypsy’s voice reaches him from the other side of the partition.

         
         “You okay, or what?”

         
         “No, I’m not! Will they turn off the lights tonight?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Léonard headbutts the wall.

         
         “I don’t want to stay in here!” he shouts.

         
         “Take it easy, John. You don’t have a choice. Three days will go by fast, you’ll see.”

         
         “I want out!” Léonard howls.

         
         “Shut your fat mouth!” orders another voice. Probably the man with the cough.

         
         Léonard sits back on his mattress. He rocks back and forth. Over and over.

         
         *  *  *

         When Jorge gets back to the car, his nerves are on edge, his jaw clenched.

         
         How dare they talk about his parents that way? About him that way?

         
         Those pitiful, cowardly people, too scared to make the slightest move, say the slightest thing the minute they recognized
            him. He reduced them to silence because he inspires fear. But he knows it won’t last. Because, unlike them, his hands are
            tied by the threat hanging over his head.
         

         
         If he insults them, he risks going back to prison.

         
         All he’s allowed to do is breathe.

         
         He realizes that he has left his hat on the bar and hesitates for a moment. Now that he’s gone, conversation inside must be really flowing. Enough! He throws the carton of cigarettes on the back seat and heads back toward the bar. If he had a mirror, he’d be able to see just how frightening his face and gaze are. How his eyes are filled with anger and hatred. 

         
         He walks quickly and when he pushes open the door to the bar, he catches the tail end of a few ugly words before silence descends
            upon the room.
         

         
         “Sorry to interrupt—I forgot this,” he says, grabbing his hat from the counter.

         
         He puts it back on his head and stares at each of the customers for several long, breathless seconds.

         
         “Too ashamed to sling your filthy words around in front of me?” he snaps. “What’s wrong? Do I scare you?”

         
         He continues to turn as his gaze flies around the silent room.

         
         “Does it give you a hard-on to insult my father’s memory? To slander my mother?”

         
         “That’s enough,” protests one man, rising from his chair.

         
         Jorge’s murderous stare cools the man’s indignance.

         
         “You know damn well it wasn’t me who killed Sarah and Thierry. I did sixteen years in prison when it should have been someone
            else! Someone who might even be in this room, by the way—”
         

         
         “Don’t say stuff like that!” warns Raymondi, offended.

         
         Jorge comes within a few inches of him, and the bar owner immediately falls silent.

         
         “I know what you put my parents through while I was locked up. But that’s all over, now.”

         
         He heads for the exit, then turns around one last time.

         
         “Prison changes a man. I advise you to watch what you say and do in the future. Because the next person who messes with my
            mother will have me to deal with.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard stares at the light bulb on the ceiling, protected by a rusty grille.

         
         He stares at the light until his retinas hurt.

         
         Then he gets up and brushes his fingers along the walls, where people have carved calls for help—SOS messages that he can’t
            decipher. He hasn’t gotten used to the smell yet. It turns his stomach at regular intervals. But above all, he can’t get used
            to the absence of sky. That window blocked by a piece of fake wood.
         

         
         Does he really deserve this? Does he deserve to end up here?

         
         He doesn’t know—no longer knows—what is fair in this world and what is not.

         
         “Nanosh?”

         
         He waits for an answer that doesn’t come. But he realizes that the wall muffles his voice.

         
         “Nanosh?” he shouts.

         
         “John? What d’you want?”

         
         “What time is it?”

         
         “It’s not noon yet, they haven’t brought the lunch trays.”

         
         “Can you talk to me? I don’t feel good—it stinks in here.”

         
         “It stinks in here, too. Just close your eyes, John, and imagine you’re somewhere else. Somewhere you like.”

         
         “I can’t!”

         
         “You don’t have a choice. And tell yourself that in three days, you’ll be out of here.”

         
         “I won’t last three days!”

         
         “Stop it, John,” orders Nanosh. “Stop whining. Are you a man or what?”

         
         Léonard shakes his head and falls onto his mattress.

         
         “I’m nothing,” he murmurs. “Even less than nothing—just a psycho found in a ditch.”

         
         *  *  *

         “How did your outing go?” asks Mona, busy at the stove.

         
         Turning around, she meets her son’s gaze. It’s even darker than usual.

         
         “They recognized you, didn’t they?”

         
         “Of course they recognized me.”

         
         Mona comes over and strokes his cheek.

         
         “Did they say anything to you?”

         
         Jorge forces himself to smile and gives his mother a hug.

         
         “Don’t worry, Mom. Prison made me strong. And I’m not going to be intimidated by a bunch of nasty morons.”

         
         She closes her eyes and takes in his scent.

         
         “You’ve always been strong, son—always—and I’ve never stopped being proud of you.”

         
         “Never? Really? You never doubted me?”

         
         She steps back, judging him with a stern look.

         
         “How could you believe any different? From day one, I’ve known that you’re innocent, that my son couldn’t have committed such
            a horrible act.”
         

         
         Jorge sits down at the table and lights a cigarette. “I’d like you to tell me what’s really been going on,” he begs.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Dad . . .”

         
         Mona sits down as well, as if her legs can no longer support her.

         
         “I already told you.”

         
         “You haven’t told me everything, I know. You wanted to protect me. But now I want the truth.”

         
         A long silence separates them, then brings them closer together.

         
         “Léonard found him when he came home from school. I was at work. He . . . things were always a bit tense between you and your
            father, but he loved you.”
         

         
         “I know. But I think that, unlike you, he thought I was guilty. Am I wrong?”

         
         Mona hesitates, but her son urges her.

         
         “He’s dead, Mom. And I want to know.”

         
         “He had his doubts, that’s true. But—”

         
         “I understand,” Jorge says. “In his place, I’d have felt the same.”

         
         “When you were arrested and convicted, he lost all taste for life. After the trial, we were isolated out here. Some people
            gave us a hard time: anonymous messages; graffiti on the front of the house, on the mailbox, on your father’s van. We should
            have packed up and left, but his business was his life. He said that . . . that when you got out, you’d need a job. That the
            company would be your inheritance. We couldn’t just sell it off and abandon everything. So he kept going. But a lot of people
            didn’t want to work with him anymore. The town council canceled its orders, and his employees left. And then we had to pay
            the families of the victims. . . .”
         

         
         All these years later, she still calls them victims. As if pronouncing their names was too difficult.
         

         
         “Obviously, we quickly lost our financial footing. Less money coming in, more expenses. And when the company went bankrupt,
            Joseph couldn’t take it. Seeing everything he’d built sold at auction, for pennies. . . .”
         

         
         Tears blur Mona’s eyes and Jorge clasps her hands in his.

         
         “I thought Léonard’s arrival would give him hope. A reason to fight, but it wasn’t enough.”

         
         “Did he leave a note?”

         
         “No, nothing. He left us without a word, without a sound. Do you remember his funeral? I didn’t want Léo to come—he was traumatized
            enough as it was. It was just my bosses, Sacha, and me. And you, of course.”
         

         
         “How could I forget?” says Jorge, biting on his words.

         
         How could he forget the officers picking him up from prison, handcuffing him, and putting him in a van, with another car in
            front in case he tried to escape?
         

         
         How could he forget arriving late to the cemetery, having to pass through the village as the procession had, in front of the
            disgusted residents, some of whom threw stones at them?
         

         
         How could he forget being escorted by uniformed guards to the grave as the undertakers lowered his father’s coffin into the hole? 

         
         How could he forget not being able to hug his mother to comfort her? Not being able to spend even five minutes at his father’s
            grave?
         

         
         How could he forget?
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         Seven o’clock.

         
         The evening meal arrives, but Léonard isn’t hungry. He hasn’t touched his lunch, nor will he eat his dinner.

         
         “We wouldn’t even serve this crap to dogs, would we, John?” asks Nanosh from his cell.

         
         Léonard doesn’t answer; his eyes feel burned by the bulb he’s been staring at for hours.

         
         “Are you snoozing, John?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Did you eat?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “You got the right idea! If you swallow this crap, you’re guaranteed to have the shits for a week. Life’s a bitch, isn’t it,
            John?”
         

         
         Léonard closes his eyes for a moment to rest his aching retinas.

         
         “Yes, Nanosh.”

         
         He can already feel the presence of the demons lurking around him, waiting patiently for the moment the light goes out, so
            they can attack. His lungs ache for oxygen. His fists refuse to unclench.
         

         
         When a guard opens the peephole, Léonard rushes over.

         
         “Sir!” he bellows.

         
         He holds his breath, praying for the door to open. A few seconds of hesitation, of hope. Then the key turns in the lock and
            a man appears.
         

         
         “What’s up?”

         
         “I left my watch in my cell. Can I go get it?”

         
         The guard looks the prisoner up and down, from head to toe.

         
         “Where d’you think you are?”

         
         “I just want my watch,” whimpers Léonard. “I won’t take long!”

         
         “You’re a real joker,” sneers the guard.

         
         “Please, sir—or, don’t turn out the lights tonight!”

         
         “Afraid of the dark? A big, strong guy like you? Now I’ve seen it all, goddamn! Come on, cut the crap and don’t bother me
            for nothing again. Or I’ll put you in a punishment cell, understand?”
         

         
         The door slams shut, and Léonard falls to his knees, his forehead against the cold metal.

         
          

         Eleven o’clock.

         
         When the lights go out, panic grips him. His breathing becomes short; his muscles tense. Léonard curls up on his mattress,
            pulling the blanket up over his head.
         

         
         Immediately, images flood the pathways of his brain.

         
         Silence, mud, fear, and pain. Snickering in his ears, foul breath on the back of his neck, grazes on his skin.

         
         “Mommy!”

         
         Hands grab his ankles and wrists before squeezing his throat. He screams and struggles. Soon, there’s no air left in his lungs.

         
         Léonard chokes.

         
         Alone in a cell, alone in the world.

         
         He falls out of bed, continues his quest for oxygen, one hand on his throat.

         
         “John? John, calm down!”

         
         This distant voice soothes him slightly. He manages to catch his breath and drags himself over to the wall separating him
            from the Gypsy.
         

         
         “John, can you hear me?”

         
         “Yes—”

         
         “Take it easy.”

         
         “Yes—”

         
         “I’m here; you can talk to me, okay?”

         
         Léonard bursts into tears, his face pressed against the concrete partition. Violent sobs rack his lungs.

         
         “It’s all right, John. Listen to me, brother. . . .”

         
         As the minutes go by, the sobs subside, and Léonard starts breathing almost normally again. Nanosh’s voice is the only thing
            he holds on to, the only thing keeping him from tipping over into madness, from letting the enemy legions get hold of him.
            So the Gypsy continues, using his native tongue to console without anyone understanding.
         

         
         Léonard listens to these unknown words, this soft, poetic music. Little by little, he manages to keep the demons at bay, relegating
            them to the other end of the cell.
         

         
          

         6:59 a.m.

         
         Nanosh has talked to him all night. It was as if he hadn’t let go of his hand, as if he’d held his head above water, saving
            him from drowning.
         

         
         When the bulb lights up, silence returns.

         
         In a corner of the cell, curled up against the dirty wall, Léonard reopens his eyes.

         
         “Once they serve breakfast, I’m gonna take a nap. And so should you. Right, John?”

         
         “Yes. I’m sorry, you know—”

         
         “Yeah, I know.”

         
         As Léonard sits on his straw mattress, another voice reaches him.

         
         Venomous and ferocious.

         
         Léonard had almost forgotten that Kaan was locked up in the basement, too. Maybe even in the cell across from his.

         
         “So, dumbass, have we been calling out for mommy all night? Did we cry like a baby?”

         
         Léonard lies petrified on his mattress, his right hand clutching the blanket. Kaan starts to laugh, a laugh that echoes against
            the walls and hits him full force.
         

         
         “Good thing you had your girlfriend to keep you company, huh? Don’t forget to give the Gypsy a blow job when you go back up!”

         
         Léonard rocks back and forth, banging his skull against the wall.

         
         “I’ll make you eat your dead, you bastard!” shouts Nanosh, suddenly using a tzigane expression.

         
         A fresh burst of laughter makes Léonard flinch.

         
         He rocks faster and faster.

         
         “Can you hear me, you little faggot?” Kaan resumes. “I know you can hear me—I want you to know that when I get out, I’ll be
            taking care of you two myself. When I get out, I’ll make you croak.”
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         His face is still scarred. The whole right side is burned, red and blistered.

         
         He’s even uglier than usual.

         
         Even more brutal than usual.

         
         As he pulls on his underwear, Angélique looks up at the bedroom ceiling. Day will soon break, after a night like any other.
            Once she’s made breakfast, she’ll finally earn the right to go wash herself. Wash him away, along with his smell. Even if
            some traces are indelible. Maréchal locks her bedroom door and returns to his own room.
         

         
         Sometimes he comes in the evening.

         
         Sometimes in the morning.

         
         Sometimes in the middle of the night.

         
         Whenever he feels like it. Whenever he wants it.

         
         She has nothing to say—and hasn’t said anything for a long time.

         
         With one hand, Angélique pulls the sheet up over her cold, dirty skin. With the other, she grabs the piece of velvet hidden
            in her rickety nightstand and strokes it slowly, eyes closed. Even this morning, she won’t shed a tear. It’s been years since
            she cried, for herself or anyone else. She’s content to wait. Her mother used to say that there’s life after life. That you
            have to die to reach the other world. That there’s nothing there but light and gentleness for all innocents.
         

         
         So Angélique waits.

         
         Maybe in heaven, she’ll be wanted. She wonders if it will look like the big garden, the one with the pond. It doesn’t matter what it looks like. For no place in this world or the next could possibly be as abominable as the one she’s in now. 

         
         She goes to the window. The first light of day outlines the abandoned garden, which looks like a cemetery. At the far end
            is the stone shed where the monster locks her up.
         

         
         Where he used to lock him up, too. Leaving him in the dark and the mud. At the back of the yard, so he wouldn’t have to hear
            his cries.
         

         
         She tried to love him, but how could she love the fruit of such horror?

         
         All she could do for him was tamper with the lock so he could open the door and escape this hell. So he wouldn’t end up like
            Attila—so he’d have the chance she never would.
         

         
         He disappeared at dawn. Never to return. And that morning, watching him leave from this same window, Angélique shed her last
            tears.
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         Mona’s at the wheel. In the passenger seat, Jorge sits silently.

         
         “Are you all right, son?”

         
         “Will we be on time?”

         
         “Of course we will. Don’t worry. I make this trip every day, so I’m used to it!”

         
         After a few traffic jams on the outskirts of town, they pull into the shopping area and Mona parks the Clio in the employee
            lot.
         

         
         “Are you ready?”

         
         Jorge sighs. “No choice.”

         
         Together they head for the back of the imposing building; Mona swipes her badge over a reader to unlock a door. Inside, several
            employees are already hard at work. Mother and son climb a metal staircase to the company offices, where Mr. and Mrs. Delambre,
            the bosses, wait for them. The couple are in their forties, with tight smiles. Jorge takes off his hat before shaking their
            hands. They offer coffee and show the newcomer to his workstation. He’ll be a forklift operator, responsible for receiving
            deliveries, unloading trucks, and checking stock. Physical work.
         

         
         At no point do they talk about prison, an obviously taboo subject.

         
         Mona returns to her office and Mr. Delambre hands Jorge over to the warehouse manager for fast-track training. The younger
            man, a strapping, smiling thirty-year-old, shakes his hand a little too hard.
         

         
         “Hi, I’m Vincent.”

         
         “Jorge.”

         
         “I hope you’re up to scratch, Jorge, because we’re short-staffed!”

         
         “I’ll do what needs to be done, don’t worry.”

         
         Vincent guides him through the aisles with great enthusiasm. Hundreds of pounds of cement, sand, and gravel. Tons of cobblestones
            and cinder blocks. Racks of metal bars, beams, sheets of plywood. Yards of skirting boards, miles of wire mesh.
         

         
         Jorge feels lost in this unfamiliar world, but he hides it well. He smiles at the boss’s jokes, gives a knowing nod, asks
            the right questions at the right moment. Vincent takes the opportunity to introduce him to all the employees.
         

         
         Shake hands, make small talk. Don’t let it show that you’ve just come back from hell.

         
         And that sometimes you wish you’d never left.

         
         While Vincent talks about the different qualities of parquet, Jorge wishes he were somewhere else.

         
         Wishes he were leaving, going far from here.

         
         Going back to Glen Affric.

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard waits in the hallway, his toiletry bag in his right hand. The officer opens Nanosh’s cell and the Gypsy winks at him.

         
         “You doing okay, John?”

         
         Léonard almost wants to hug him. He would have lost his mind without Nanosh. Without his voice, which sustained him for three
            nights, he’d have smashed his skull against the walls.
         

         
         The two teenagers follow the guard down the dark hallway, past the block’s yard, where they had to take turns getting fresh
            air during their seventy-two hours in solitary. A six-by-six-foot square overhung by a wire fence.
         

         
         At the end of the hall, Alexandre picks them up.

         
         “You’re just in time for the walk!” he says.

         
         They place their belongings in cell 22, then linger in the hallway until the others have been let out. Achour makes no secret
            of his delight at seeing them again, and the three of them go down the stairs.
         

         
         “How was the block?” asks Achour.

         
         “Same as it always is,” replies Nanosh. “Still just as disgusting. Full of rats and cockroaches.”

         
         “And you, Léo? You—”

         
         “He dealt with it,” interrupts the Gypsy. “He gritted his teeth and dealt with it.”

         
         As soon as they’re in the yard, Nanosh leaves them to go to the phone booths.

         
         “It’s so cold,” Léonard mutters.

         
         “It’s almost Christmas,” Achour reminds him with his eternally childlike smile. “It’s normal to be freezing, man!”

         
         Léonard thrusts his right hand deep into his pocket and they walk around the yard to warm up.

         
         It’s almost Christmas—Mona, when are you coming to get me?

         
         “I’m fucking starving,” says Achour.

         
         “When we get back upstairs, go to my cell before you go back to yours. I saw that Nanosh has a package of cookies on his shelf.”

         
         “Hey, you’re crazy, man! I’m not gonna steal his food!”

         
         “He said I could help myself.”

         
         “He’s cool with you now. But if I were you, I wouldn’t have taken on Kaan—no, you shouldn’t have done that, my friend.”

         
         It’s the first time Achour has ever called him that, and it brings Léonard unexpected joy.

         
         “Me and Nanosh are two, now. And counting you, that makes three.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “So we’re stronger when there’s two or three of us. Besides, it was right not to let him get killed, wasn’t it?”

         
         Achour shrugs.

         
         “It’s fate,” he says. “Just fate. Anyway, you impressed me, that’s for sure, man! The way you smashed them up! Seriously!”

         
         Léonard raises his left arm, showing off his plaster cast.

         
         “Kaan kicked my ass—that’s the truth.”

         
         “You’re still alive, my friend. Now that’s what I call an achievement!”

         
         They sit down on the bench reserved for Nanosh and observe their comrades in misfortune. Achour yawns several times in a row.

         
         “You didn’t sleep well either, did you?”

         
         “It’s my J-Cat.” Achour sighs. “He had a fucking seizure last night.”
         

         
         Léonard glances around the yard, looking for Théo.

         
         “Where is he?”

         
         “In the infirmary. He slashed his arms with a piece of wood he must have brought back from the workshop—really butchered himself!
            I called the guard, and he took forever to come. And then it took a long-ass time to open the cell, too.”
         

         
         “Did he lose the key?”

         
         “You idiot! They don’t have keys to the cells at night. They have to call the top officer. You have time to die ten times
            over, I’m telling you—”
         

         
         “So why’d he do it?”

         
         “He freaked out. It happens from time to time. He shouldn’t be here, that’s all. He should be in the hospital. Not here, no. . . .
            You know, I was thinking about your story while I was lying awake. So you actually don’t know who your real parents are?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “And you don’t want to know?”

         
         Léonard takes time to think before answering.

         
         “Sometimes I think I’d like to get to know them. But I think they must not have been nice people. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have thrown me out. They wouldn’t have mistreated me and all that.” 

         
         “That’s for sure. But it’d drive me crazy not to know.”

         
         “I try not to think about it too much. It’s better that way. I have a mom who loves me, and that’s the most important thing.”

         
         “You’re right,” Achour finally says. “It’s better to have fake parents who love you than real ones who don’t. By the way,
            I got my juvenile court summons. In a few days, I’ll know if I’m getting out.”
         

         
         “I hope you do get out,” says Léonard. “But I’ll miss you!”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “Uh-oh, I think we’re in deep shit, my friend. . . .”

         
         Léonard sees Valentin approaching, flanked by two guys he’s never spoken to—a tall Black guy and a skinny, dark-skinned kid
            with an intelligent face. A very strange trio.
         

         
         “This bench is ours. So get out of here,” orders Valentin.

         
         “Does it have your name on it?” Achour responds.

         
         “You and the mongolito can get the hell out.”
         

         
         Léonard’s first instinct is to obey. To submit, as he has done for so long. He stands up, ready to abandon the bench, but
            sees Valentin step back slightly. Then he remembers what Nanosh told him.
         

         
         It’s called courage.

         
         “Ach and I are comfortable right here. So we’ll be staying.”

         
         “Oh, yeah?”

         
         “That’s the way it is,” says Léonard. “But if you’re not okay with that, we can work something out.”

         
         He takes a step forward; Valentin takes another step back.

         
         “Work something out?”

         
         “Yes, just like me and Kaan worked something out,” says Léonard.

         
         “You wait until he gets out of solitary,” spits Valentin. “You’ll be calling for mommy!”

         
         “I’d like to call my mom, but I don’t have a phone.”

         
         Achour bursts out laughing. Valentin and his friends give up and go away. Léonard returns to sit beside his friend.

         
         “Damn, you really stuck it to that dwarf!” Achour laughs.

         
         Léonard doesn’t answer, keeping an eye on his new enemies.

         
         He realizes he’s changing. And he wonders who he’ll be when he gets out of here.
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         In the morning, the murderers resurface.

         
         “Do you think they’ll kill me?” Léonard asks.

         
         Nanosh turns to his cellmate.

         
         “They don’t have the guts. They’ll get fifteen years if they kill you. But we have to stay on our guard and keep an eye on
            them.”
         

         
         “Okay.” Léonard nods with a lump in his throat.

         
         “You scared, John?”

         
         “I can’t defend myself with my arm in a cast. That’s why I’m scared,” Léonard lies.

         
         “Even with two broken arms, you could crush them!” Nanosh smiles. “You just don’t realize it. You don’t even know how strong
            you are! No one here can beat you.”
         

         
         Nanosh turns on the TV and flips to a channel that plays music videos on a loop.

         
         “Wasn’t Achour in court yesterday afternoon?”

         
         “Yeah,” says Léonard. “But I haven’t seen him since. I don’t know if he got convicted.”

         
         “Of course he got convicted.” Nanosh sighs.

         
         “He’ll tell us later, on the—hey, what language was that you were speaking in solitary?”

         
         “The language of my ancestors.”

         
         “It’s beautiful. I wish I could speak like you.”

         
         “Want me to teach you a few words?”

         
         The Gypsy sits on the bed and puts a hand on his head.

         
         “Serro, head. Yaca, eye.”
         

         
         His hand goes down to his chest.

         
         “Lio, heart.”
         

         
         He looks at the open window and says, “Vinto, wind.”
         

         
         He raises his eyes to the sky.

         
         “Omerei devel—that’s God. I could really smoke a berimascri!”
         

         
         He points to Léonard’s wrist.

         
         “Bachadi, watch. Chtiriben, prison. Jalla michto, How are you? Frek is death. Latchira means goodbye.”
         

         
         He stares at Léonard with a strange smile on his face.

         
         “You’re a little—serro fouco! It means crazy—but you’re also a bravelo.”
         

         
         “A brave man?”

         
         “Yeah. Catchess, hermano. . . . Thanks, brother.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         It’s finally time for the walk, and Nanosh and Léonard wait outside their cell. Alexandre and his colleague open the doors,
            one after the other. Kaan appears on the walkway right after Sohan. Immediately, his dark-rimmed eyes seek out his enemies.
            Nanosh holds his gaze, but Léonard bows his head.
         

         
         “Don’t show your fear,” murmurs the Gypsy.

         
         Léonard obeys and stares the murderer down. Then it’s Achour’s turn to leave his cell. He’s wearing a nice white shirt, probably
            the one he wore for his trial the day before. Léonard and Nanosh join him with Alexandre’s tacit permission.
         

         
         “So, Ach, how’d it go?” asks the Gypsy, high-fiving him.

         
         Achour nods but doesn’t answer.

         
         “That serious?” worries Nanosh. “Did they kick your ass?”

         
         “Two years, eighteen months’ probation.”

         
         “You’re almost out, then.”

         
         “I’m happy for you,” says Léonard, putting a hand on his shoulder. “If you’re getting out soon, I’m happy for you.”

         
         “Thank you, my friend.”

         
         The guard gives the signal, and the inmates start moving along the walkway. At the top of the first staircase, Achour stops.

         
         “I left my inhaler in my cell, sir!” he says.

         
         With a nod of his head, Alexandre gives him permission to go back, and Achour turns around. Léonard follows him with his eyes.
            He sees his friend take a few steps, meets his childlike gaze. Achour gives him a wave and a smile of infinite sadness.
         

         
         Then he straddles the railing and leaps into the void.
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         Sitting on his mattress, Léonard rocks gently and cries silently. Through the window, Nanosh sees the stretcher cross the
            yard, then stop in front of a gate. Under the white sheet, the small silhouette of Achour.
         

         
         He didn’t die instantly.

         
         Two stories weren’t enough to end all his pain, apparently.

         
         “Why did he do it?” murmurs Léonard. “He was getting out soon, why would he do that?”

         
         Nanosh lights a cigarette and lies on his bed.

         
         “Because he didn’t actually want to get out of here.”

         
         Léonard dries his swollen eyes with a tissue.

         
         “Didn’t want to get out of here?” he repeats puzzled.

         
         “Didn’t want to go home, I mean. His father used to get in his face all the time,” Nanosh discloses. “He beat him, his sisters,
            his mother. I guess he didn’t want to go back to his folks.”
         

         
         “If I’d known that, I could have—”

         
         “Stop it, John. You couldn’t have done anything. Tell yourself he’ll never be in pain again. And that’s what he wanted.”

         
         Nanosh stubs out his cigarette and heads for the window. Achour’s body still lies in the yard for all to see, waiting to be
            taken away. The Gypsy grabs his metal lighter and starts tapping on the bars. Léonard joins him, and soon every inmate takes
            to their bars with whatever they have on hand. Some set pieces of paper alight and send them off on the cold north wind. Dozens
            of tiny, ephemeral candles float in the air before falling into the yard, while a deafening thunder rises into the sky.
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         On his lunch break, Jorge eats at a restaurant in the shopping district with some of his new co-workers. He speaks little
            and barely listens, lost in his thoughts, his past. Mona declined the invitation, as she was behind on her work.
         

         
         Vincent, the warehouse manager, goes to the counter to order coffees. He returns with the local newspaper.

         
         “Let’s see what’s new!” he says.

         
         “I’m going out for a smoke,” says Jorge, leaving the table.

         
         He holds the door open for two young women who smile at him, then goes out into the parking lot and lights up. He watches
            cars and trucks go by, intoxicated by all the noise and life. He still can’t get over the fact that he’s pretty much free
            now, that he has a decent-paying job and can go outside without a guard’s permission. That he can choose what he wants to
            eat, choose the date of his next vacation.
         

         
         But he can’t choose the destination without the judge’s approval yet.

         
         Almost free.
         

         
         Jorge stubs out his cigarette in the ashtray before rejoining the group. He immediately realizes something’s different. A
            heavy silence greets his return. And his co-workers avoid his gaze. 
         

         
         “What’s going on?” he asks.

         
         Vincent hands him the newspaper. On the front page is an old photo of him between two officers, leaving the courthouse. In a sidebar, portraits of the victims. The headline notes his parole, and the text promises an interview on page 3 with the parents of the young woman who was murdered. They are outraged by the leniency of the justice system. 

         
         Jorge pushes the newspaper back to the middle of the table and stares at his teammates.

         
         “Now you know.”

         
         They all continue to stare into their empty cups, unable to face the murderer.

         
         “This must be quite a shock for all of you,” says Jorge. “But in case you’re interested, and even though the newspaper neglected
            to mention it, I’ve always said I’m innocent. And I’ll say it again—to anyone who’ll listen.”
         

         
         “You’re saying you spent fifteen years in prison for nothing?” asks a sales assistant, his voice thick with suspicion.

         
         “That’s right. And it wasn’t fifteen years, it was sixteen.”

         
         Another awkward silence.

         
         “You can believe me or not,” continues Jorge. “Just as you’re free to go on talking to me or not. It’s up to you.”

         
         He gets up, throws a twenty-euro bill on the table, and puts on his jacket. “I’ll leave you to think about it,” he concludes
            as he walks away.
         

         
         *  *  *

         It’s been a week since Achour jumped into the void.

         
         Yesterday, they hastily reinstalled the nets. A fourteen-year-old boy takes his own life—a line on his résumé the warden could
            have done without.
         

         
         For seven days, Léonard and Nanosh have kept a close eye on their enemies. Kaan and Sohan maintain their distance, and only their glances betray the hatred that runs through their veins. The Turk accepted Valentin into his little gang and Nanosh acted unaffected. But Léonard knows he harbors a real grudge. The traitor, as the Gypsy calls him, struts around the yard with his new protectors, and Léonard watches him, sitting next to Nanosh on their bench.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t have dumped him,” he says.

         
         “I don’t give a shit about that louse!” spits Nanosh. “Let him kiss the Turk’s ass if he wants.”

         
         “You think he’s forgotten he wanted to kill us?”

         
         “I think he got cold feet. I told you: If he kills you or me, he gets at least fifteen years. And since he’s already getting
            twenty—”
         

         
         “So we’re safe now?”

         
         “I never said that,” the Gypsy points out. “He’s vicious. You need to be careful.”

         
         “All right. What about the phone?”

         
         “I’m working on it, John. I’m working on it. . . .”

         
         When the walk is over, the inmates return to their cells in less than perfect order. Before the door to cell 22 closes, Alexandre
            hands over their mail. Léonard is surprised to get an envelope. He sits down on his mattress and carefully opens the letter.
            The paper has a logo in the top left-hand corner, so it’s not a letter from Mona. He can decipher his name, the date, and
            two or three words that don’t make up a sentence.
         

         
         “What’s that?” asks Nanosh.

         
         “I—I don’t know yet,” admits Léonard.

         
         “Can’t you read?”

         
         “Not very well.”

         
         “Want me to do it?”

         
         “Thank you,” says Léonard, handing over the paper.

         
         The Gypsy scans the few lines quickly, then looks up at his friend:

         
         “This is your summons to court. You’re going on trial next Tuesday, a week from today. At ten thirty in the morning.”

         
         Léonard puts a finger to his mouth and starts biting his skin.

         
         “What am I going to tell them?”

         
         “Just tell what happened,” Nanosh answers simply. “They’ll ask you questions, and you tell the truth. It’s not complicated.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         “I hope you get a suspended sentence and get out a few days after the trial—or even at the end of the trial. And you can go
            home.”
         

         
         “I hope so. But what about you?”

         
         “What about me?”

         
         “When’s your trial?”

         
         The Gypsy shrugs.

         
         “No idea. For me, it’s more complicated, more serious. So it takes longer.”

         
         “Do you think you’ll get a suspended sentence, too?”

         
         “For me, it’s prison for a long time. . . . Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?”

         
         “Will we be able to meet outside?”

         
         “Why, are you going to miss me?” Nanosh grins.

         
         “Yes,” murmurs Léonard.

         
         The Gypsy puts the letter on the table and looks out the window. He wants to say, I’ll miss you, too, John.

         
         But Nanosh doesn’t say a word.

         
         *  *  *

         “Did they go see the bosses?” asks Jorge.

         
         Keeping her eyes on the road, Mona mutes the radio.

         
         “Yes,” she says. “Vincent went into Mr. Delambre’s office. I heard raised voices, but I didn’t quite understand what they
            were saying.”
         

         
         “You should have warned them,” says Jorge.

         
         “I didn’t think it would end up in the newspaper!”

         
         “You sound like you don’t know those filthy scumbags! They’ll do anything to sell their rag.”

         
         “Did anyone say anything to you?”

         
         “No, they avoided me all afternoon. Like I was contagious.”

         
         “I’m sorry, Jorge.”

         
         “If they fire me, I’ll find something else,” Jorge says decisively. “Let’s not stress over that.”

         
         They cross the village and drive up the hill to the old house. Mona parks the car in front of the gate, collects the mail
            from the mailbox, and drives into the large yard. She notices an envelope with the Ministry of Justice’s letterhead and hastily
            opens it.
         

         
         “Jorge! Léo’s appearing in court this week—”

         
         She suddenly falls silent. Jorge stands motionless. On the front of the house is a phrase, scrawled in bloodred paint.

         
         Hear lives the killer.

         
         The young man sighs. “They can’t even spell correctly.”

         
         He takes a picture of the tag with his cell phone.

         
         “I’ll clean it off this weekend,” he says. “And I’m going to raise the gate, too. I don’t want those bastards to be able to
            climb it so easily.”
         

         
         They enter the house and Mona drops into a chair.

         
         “Will it never end?”

         
         “No, Mom. As long as we stay here, it will never end.”

         
         “When Léonard gets out, we’ll leave.”

         
         *  *  *

         It’s particularly cold today, with a blizzard blowing across the yard. Léonard and Nanosh walk along by the walls to keep
            warm.
         

         
         “I’ll have the phone tonight,” says the Gypsy. “It’ll come with the meal tray.”

         
         Léonard smiles, wanting to hug his friend.

         
         “Take it easy, John. Be discreet, hermano!”
         

         
         Léonard puts away his radiant smile and bows his head.

         
         “It’s the guy who brings our meals, isn’t it? I saw you talking to him last night.”

         
         “That’s right, John.”

         
         “Did it cost you much?”

         
         “Don’t worry about it. A promise is a promise.”

         
         It’s so cold that the benches are empty. No one can bear to sit still.

         
         “Catchess,” says Léonard. “That’s how you say ‘Thank you,’ right?”
         

         
         “That’s it, John!”

         
         “When I get home, I’ll pay you back.”

         
         “Really?” The Gypsy smiles. “How you gonna do that?”

         
         “I’ll send you money!”

         
         “It’s not that simple, John—but there is something you can do for me.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Well, this is going to sound dumb, but  . . .”

         
         It’s the first time Léonard has seen Nanosh hesitate.

         
         “Go on, say it!”

         
         “No, forget it.”

         
         “Oh, come on,” Léonard insists. “Ask me whatever you want.”

         
         “Okay, but you promise not to tell anyone?”

         
         “I promise.”

         
         “Right, well, I’d like you to go to the cemetery and put flowers on my mother’s and sister’s grave.”

         
         “Okay, Nanosh. I will.”

         
         “It’s important to our people. And since my aunt can’t walk anymore, she never goes. And I don’t want the grave to be forgotten,
            you see?”
         

         
         “I understand. You just give me the address of the cemetery.”

         
         The Gypsy explains where the grave is, then adds, “I’ll write it on your cast. That way I know you won’t lose it!”

         
         “Okay, Nanosh. On my cast. And the flowers, I’ll keep bringing them to the grave as long as you’re in prison. And I’ll clean
            it, too.”
         

         
         “Would you do that?”

         
         “Of course I will. And I won’t tell anyone, I swear. And a promise is a promise. Right, Nanosh?”

         
         “Yes, John.”

         
         “And also, we’ll see each other when you get out.”

         
         “That’s not going to happen tomorrow, you know.”

         
         “No problem. I’m in no hurry.”

         
         It’s time to go back to the cell. This morning, they were quick to return, eager to get back into the warmth. They walk along
            the hallways, climbing the first staircase, but come to a stop on a wide landing at the foot of the second stairway.
         

         
         “Why aren’t we moving?” asks Léonard.

         
         “I think they’ve decided to search everyone.” The Gypsy sighs. “This is gonna take at least a half hour, for fuck’s sake!
            I forgot I had this in my pocket,” he adds, taking out his lighter. “I don’t want them to take it away from me. It was my
            sister’s.”
         

         
         He shows Léonard the initials engraved on the back of the lighter.

         
         “Watch out for the cameras!” whispers Léonard.

         
         “Don’t worry, this is a blind spot. Where I come from, we say it’s bad luck to keep things that belonged to dead people. But
            I think that’s bullshit.”
         

         
         The Gypsy takes off his shoe to hide the prohibited object inside.

         
         “No, give it to me,” says Léonard. “I’ll take care of it.”

         
         Surprised, Nanosh entrusts him with the lighter and Léonard slips it into his cast.

         
         “Well played, John!”

         
         Nanosh bends down to retie his shoelaces. Just then, Léonard feels a violent blow land on the back of his neck. He falls forward, hitting the ground hard. Groggy, he takes a few seconds to come to. He hears a muffled scream and slowly lifts his head. 

         
         “Shit,” he moans. “What the . . .”

         
         That’s when he sees Nanosh collapse, not three feet in front of him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            36

         
         The Gypsy glides in slow motion along the wall, pressing a hand to his neck.

         
         A hand reddened by the blood gushing from his throat.

         
         “Nanosh!” yells Léonard.

         
         He leans toward his friend.

         
         “Help! Guards, help!” he shouts.

         
         Nanosh’s hand falls away, revealing the wound. Léonard takes over applying pressure to it. He feels the warm liquid flow through
            his fingers.
         

         
         Life slipping through his fingers.

         
         “Nanosh!”

         
         “John . . .”

         
         The injured boy’s eyelids close slowly, then jerk back open.

         
         “He got me, that . . . bastard.”

         
         “Guard!”

         
         “Don’t forget your promise, John.”

         
         Léonard starts to cry, looks up at the staircase, and sees some inmates approaching. Then two guards finally reach them. Alexandre
            radios for the doctor and falls to his knees beside Nanosh. He takes over compressing the wound.
         

         
         “Stay with me!” he begs. “Hold on—shit, shit, shit!”

         
         Nanosh’s eyes meet his friend’s one last time. He still has the strength to raise his right hand, and Léonard crushes it in
            his.
         

         
         “Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?”

         
         *  *  *

         Alexandre enters cell 22 and closes the door behind him.

         
         “Are you all right, Léonard?”

         
         The young man lies prostrate on his mattress. Alexandre pulls up the chair and sits down next to him.

         
         “Shouldn’t you go wash your hands? And change your . . .”

         
         Léonard looks at the blood on his clothes and his fingers.

         
         “Léonard, did you see who killed Nanosh?”

         
         “It was Kaan.”

         
         Alexandre frowns.

         
         “It can’t have been Kaan. He was with me when it happened. I was searching him.”

         
         “Sohan, then.”

         
         Alexandre stares apologetically at Léonard.

         
         “Sohan was right by me, too. Are you sure you saw what happened?”

         
         “They knocked me out and I couldn’t defend him. But I’m sure it was them.”

         
         “That’s impossible, I just told you: They were right next to me when Nanosh was stabbed.”

         
         Léonard shakes his head. “Their fingerprints must be on the knife!” he exclaims.

         
         “It wasn’t a knife,” says Alexandre.

         
         He pulls a bag containing the murder weapon from his uniform pocket.

         
         A toothbrush.

         
         A simple toothbrush, with a carefully sharpened handle.

         
         “That’s what they stuck in his throat. Right in the carotid artery. A stroke of luck, for sure—well, for whoever wanted to
            kill him.”
         

         
         “It must have their fingerprints on it!” Léonard insists. “You can check.”

         
         “The police will do that, but my guess is that the murderer took precautions. He probably wrapped something around the handle. I’ll be surprised if there are any prints at all. And there are no cameras at that point in the hallway.” 

         
         “It was Kaan,” Léonard says again. “He’s the one who wanted to kill Nanosh. And who wanted to kill me, too.”

         
         “I believe you, Léonard. But he didn’t kill Nanosh. Maybe he asked someone else to do it. The problem is that nobody saw anything—or
            nobody wants to say anything.”
         

         
         Alexandre puts the chair back in place and heads for the door. Before locking the cell, he turns around.

         
         “You’re appearing in court early next week, right?”

         
         “Tuesday morning.”

         
         “In five days, then. You don’t have to listen to me, but if I were you, I’d avoid the walk for a while. I think that would
            be prudent.”
         

         
         “I don’t know, sir. I’ll think about it.”

         
         “Okay. I’m really sorry, Léonard.”

         
         The lock clicks and Léonard takes out his friend’s lighter, then tears the envelope of his summons down the middle. He opens
            the window and sets fire to the two pieces of paper before dropping them into the yard.
         

         
         Achour, Nanosh.

         
         Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?
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         They took away the mattress on the floor and left Léonard with no choice but to sleep in Nanosh’s bed. They gave him clean
            sheets and put all the deceased’s belongings in a large trash bag. All Léonard has left is the lighter.
         

         
         It’s been three days since he left the cell. For three days, he’s paced these ninety square feet in the company of grief and
            anger.
         

         
         Léonard had no idea how easy it was to murder someone. He hopes Nanosh didn’t have time to see the murder weapon, because
            he would have hated to succumb to a toothbrush. He would have preferred to depart this life fighting like a lion, fighting
            with all his might.
         

         
         Dying with honor.

         
         In two days’ time, Léonard will appear before the dreaded court. And maybe he’ll be back here right after. For several weeks,
            several months.
         

         
         How will he cope? Will he have to stay locked up that whole time?

         
         Sitting on the bed, he sometimes hears Nanosh’s voice.

         
         It’s called courage, John.

         
         He has to leave the cell at some point. He might as well go down to the yard or to class, even if it’s just one morning a
            week.
         

         
         It’s called courage, John.

         
         He puts on a clean T-shirt and his old sneakers, then fixes his hair. If he’s going to die today, he might as well look presentable.

         
         Alexandre opens the door and asks the ritual question.

         
         “Léonard, coming on the walk?”

         
         Just as the guard is about to close the cell, the young man steps forward.

         
         “Yes, sir. I want to go.”

         
         Alexandre looks at him in silent reproach.

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “Yes, sir. I’m sure.”

         
         Alexandre has no choice but to acquiesce, and Léonard steps into the hallway. He spots Kaan and his gang. The Turk stares
            at him with an explicit smile, and Léonard holds his gaze. The inmates start to move off, while he stays at the back of the
            procession, close to the guard.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t go outside,” says Alexandre.

         
         Because in the yard, he’ll find himself alone.

         
         Alone with his enemies.

         
         Despite his fear, he savors the prospect of smelling the cold air outside, lifting his head to the sky, seeing the pale rays
            of a timid sun. He stuffs his right hand into his jeans pocket and starts walking along the wall. No one to talk to, no one
            to confide in. His fear, his hatred.
         

         
         If they come near me, I’ll hit them.

         
         Even with two broken arms, you could crush them! No one here can beat you.

         
         If they get any closer, I might just kill them. But if I do that, I’ll be here for the rest of my life, and I’ll never see
            Mona again.
         

         
         The Turk holds court on his bench, surrounded by his docile subjects. They’re having a big discussion. Maybe they’re talking
            about him? Maybe they’re up to no good? Maybe they’re planning to kill him?
         

         
         Léonard continues to walk. He’d like his footsteps to take him to his enemy. He’d like to stand up to Kaan and tell him he’s
            a coward.
         

         
         He’d like to avenge Nanosh.

         
         But he thinks back to the pool of blood, to his friend choking. And fear crushes his desire.

         
         You see, Nanosh, I have no courage.

         
         I’m scared, like I have been all my life.

         
         Like I am every night.

         
         I’m nothing. Nothing but a kid found in a ditch.

         
         Slowly, the pack surrounds him. Ahead of him is Valentin, flanked by two bodyguards. Turning around, Léonard comes face-to-face
            with Kaan and Sohan.
         

         
         No way out.

         
         “So, big girl, are we all alone?” jokes the Turk.

         
         Léonard still hopes to save face, to hold the assassin’s gaze. Kaan addresses Valentin.

         
         “Did you brush your teeth today, Val?”

         
         “Well, no, because I don’t have a toothbrush anymore!”

         
         “That’s a shame! You hear that, big girl?”

         
         The murderer is close by, now. His face inches from Léonard’s own.

         
         “I heard the Gypsy took a long time to die—and that he cried like a little girl. Is it true?”

         
         Léonard’s lips begin to tremble. His right fist clenches; rage boils in his chest.

         
         “Lower your eyes,” orders the Turk.

         
         Five seconds pass in dead silence.

         
         Don’t expect any help.

         
         Retaliate, hit. Or submit.

         
         “Lower your eyes, I said.”

         
         Fear outweighs rage. Léonard obeys.

         
         “That’s my girl! And now you’re going to drop your pants. Let’s check what’s inside!”

         
         “Nothing!” says Valentin. “They’re empty, just like his head!”

         
         “Come on, drop your pants,” repeats the Turk.

         
         Keeping his eyes riveted to the ground, Léonard shakes his head in refusal.

         
         “I’m telling you to drop your pants!”

         
         “No.”

         
         Kaan discreetly takes the razor blade out of his pocket.

         
         “Kill me,” says Léonard, raising his head. “That way, you’ll spend twenty years here and Nanosh will be avenged.”

         
         “I’m going to spend twenty years in here whether I kill you or not,” answers the Turk.

         
         Suddenly, a voice descends on them, as if from heaven.

         
         “Break it up!” orders the guard perched in the watchtower. “Break it up right now!”

         
         Kaan hesitates, then puts the weapon back in his pocket.

         
         “Enjoy your last walk, big girl. Because soon, you’re gonna die like a dog.”

         
         The gang splits up, and Léonard catches his breath. Looking up at the watchtower, he sees Alexandre.

         
         Watching over him from a distance.

         
         *  *  *

         On Monday morning, Jorge and his mother arrive at their workplace. While she goes upstairs to the offices, he heads for the
            changing rooms. Vincent is there, and the two men shake hands.
         

         
         “Have a good weekend?” asks the team leader.

         
         “It was okay,” Jorge lies.

         
         He neglects to mention that he spent his Saturday cleaning graffiti off his parents’ house. Mona went to the police station
            to lodge a complaint, but the officers seemed uninterested in the case, considering it to be trivial.
         

         
         As if these insults represented a kind of payback.

         
         “Were you able to do anything about the lock on my locker?” Jorge asks.

         
         “Oh, no, I didn’t have time, sorry,” Vincent apologizes.

         
         On his first day, Jorge inherited an employee locker with a faulty lock and he’s reluctant to leave any personal belongings
            there.
         

         
         “I’ll try to take a quick look,” promises Vincent.

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Vincent gives Jorge instructions and the day’s schedule, and then it’s time for the ritual morning coffee. Next to the changing
            rooms is an employee break room. A sink, a kitchen unit, a microwave oven, a fridge, and a dartboard. Some members of the
            team are already there, and Jorge shakes one hand after another, wearing a fake smile.
         

         
         He’s become the object of suspicion and curiosity since the newspaper’s revelations. No one talks about the case in front
            of him, but he imagines the heated discussions that must go on behind his back. Everyone acts friendly to his face, and now
            that the shock has worn off, none of them refuse to speak to him or shake his hand. However, Jorge believes there are two
            who are bound to cause him problems: Vincent, his boss; and Louis Ringeard, head of the heavy construction department. Jorge
            is convinced that these two haven’t fully accepted the news and are simply waiting for the right moment to attack. Sooner
            or later, they’ll make what Cisco used to call a bitch move against him.
         

         
         With his cup in his hands, he leans against the countertop, listening to the others. Everyone is talking about their weekend:
            the kids’ bad grades or first steps, their latest whim. Sunday lunch with the in-laws, fishing, changing the oil in the car.
            The race for Christmas presents. Unexpected expenses.
         

         
         Normal, ordinary lives, more or less difficult. Lives a world away from barbed wire and confinement. Yet Jorge becomes aware
            that each of these men and women is confined inside something. He realizes that everyone has built a little prison of their
            own, one in which they feel more or less at home.
         

         
         “I hear your brother is in prison, too,” says Vincent suddenly.

         
         It takes Jorge a moment to react. The sentence has hit him like a slap in the face.

         
         “Why too?” he says. “I’m not in there anymore. I’m here.”
         

         
         “I meant—”

         
         “I know what you meant,” says Jorge. “Yes, my brother is currently in prison. And he goes on trial tomorrow.”

         
         “What did he do?” asks Joël, an employee in the lumber department.

         
         “He beat up three boys,” explains Jorge. “Three kids from his school had been bullying him for months, maybe even years.”

         
         “Mona should have filed a complaint,” says Vincent.

         
         “My mother didn’t know. Otherwise, she’d have intervened before my brother lost it. But he didn’t tell her.”

         
         “That’s unfortunate.” One of the men sighs. “And isn’t prison hard on a teenager?”

         
         “Prison’s hard on everyone,” Jorge answers.

         
         “He probably watches TV all day,” says Ringeard.

         
         Jorge’s hand closes over the cup. Had it been a cardboard cup, he would have crushed it.

         
         “To watch TV, you have to be able to pay for the rental,” he says. “And since we haven’t been able to send him any money yet,
            he hasn’t been able to rent a TV.”
         

         
         “You have to pay for TV?” Ringeard asks suspiciously.

         
         “Yes, it’s not free. Same as just about everything else in prison.”

         
         “Oh, right—I thought our taxes paid for it!”

         
         “Well, you thought wrong.”

         
         The two men face each other for a moment, then Jorge looks away. The time has not yet come.

         
         “Well, the best thing is not to go to prison, then!” says Vincent, putting his mug on the edge of the sink.

         
         “You’re right,” says Ringeard. “The best thing to do is obey the law.”

         
         Jorge feels a wave of heat rush to his head. He takes a deep breath. “Friday night, you went out for a drink, didn’t you?”

         
         “So what?” replies Vincent. “It’s not against the law, is it?”

         
         “You had a couple drinks and then got in your car to go home,” he elaborates.

         
         “We were perfectly fit to drive!” Ringeard insists.

         
         “For sure. But if you’d been in a car accident and seriously injured someone, a judge could have sent you to prison.”

         
         Ringeard dismisses the argument with a wave of his hand. “That’s not the same!”

         
         “The same as what?” asks Jorge.

         
         “As what you did!” Vincent asserts.

         
         “As it happens, I didn’t do anything.”

         
         “An innocent man doesn’t get sentenced to fifteen years in prison!”

         
         “I was sentenced to twenty-two years, not fifteen.”

         
         “Right, discussion over!” orders Ringeard. “Time to go.”

         
         Everyone else leaves the room and Jorge is alone for a few minutes. What’s the point in fighting? What’s the point in defending
            himself? Here, just like in court, he’s wearing himself out for nothing. He’ll remain a coward and a murderer forever.
         

         
         He’ll never fit in.
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         Back in his cell, exhausted, Léonard lies down on Nanosh’s bed. He still can’t accept it as his now. That his cellmate will
            never return.
         

         
         He closes his eyes to avoid seeing the ceiling and the blood-colored walls.

         
         Two hours ago, he went before the judges. The verdict hit like a hammerblow.

         
         Ten months in prison.

         
         Nine of them suspended.

         
         Léonard didn’t really understand what suspended meant, but afterward, Alexandre explained that he had only five days of prison left to endure. And that for the next nine
            months, he’d better keep his nose clean. So Léonard knows that next Monday he’ll be going home. Just before Christmas. Maybe
            it’s a sign. He’ll return to his home, his life, and, above all, his mother.
         

         
         He saw her in court this morning. Sitting on a bench, she never once took her eyes off him. But they couldn’t exchange a single
            word, or even hug. She shouted at him to hold on, that she’d be waiting for him at the exit.
         

         
         A ten-month prison sentence.

         
         Léonard had still hoped that the judges wouldn’t convict him. That he wouldn’t be seen as guilty. He knows he made a mistake but would have liked to be forgiven. The judges did agree that Jules and his friends had harassed, insulted, and threatened him. But they didn’t feel all the fear, all the anxiety. They didn’t suffer all those sleepless nights. They didn’t hear the jeers, the mockery. They didn’t take the blows or suffer the humiliations. They didn’t cry in the school bathrooms or hide during recess. They didn’t unload the vans or carry the boxes to pay their torturers. 

         
         So Léonard decided to forgive them.

         
         Ten months in prison, nine suspended. And a fine that Mona will have to pay. On the way back to prison, Léonard promised himself
            that he’d work as hard as possible to pay his mother back.
         

         
         Ten months in prison for Léonard.

         
         For Jules and his accomplices, just a reprimand.

         
         A ten-month prison sentence. And another five days to survive here.

         
         Five days go by fast.

         
         Five days is nothing.

         
         Five days can be long enough to die.

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge opens the door to his old room and stands on the threshold for a moment. Ever since he got out of prison, he hasn’t
            wanted to go into this room, but he doesn’t really understand why. Mona joins him and takes his hand in hers.
         

         
         “I kept it just the way you left it for a long time,” she explains. “And then—”

         
         “You don’t have to justify yourself,” replies Jorge.

         
         “Your things are in your father’s old workshop, in boxes or crates.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         His bed has been replaced by a foldout couch; Mona has her sewing machine set up in a corner; and Léonard has put some of
            his childhood toys in there. But on the wall, a few relics remain from the time when Jorge used to sleep here: posters, photos—a
            little bit of him. And his acoustic guitar still rests in a corner of the room, too.
         

         
         “I’m going to do some cleaning,” says Mona.

         
         “Let me do it. Next weekend, before Léo gets back. I’ll take care of it.”

         
         “We need to buy you a real bed!”

         
         “The foldout will be fine. Don’t worry.”

         
         “And a TV, too?”

         
         “No need.”

         
         He closes the door and smiles at his mother.

         
         “I’m glad he’s coming back,” he says. “It’s a relief.”

         
         “Me, too, son. I hope he didn’t suffer too much in there. Can you believe they didn’t even tell me he broke his arm! You should
            have seen the look on my face when I saw him in that cast. . . .”
         

         
         Jorge shrugs. “It’s not their way, as you know. How he broke his arm remains to be seen.”

         
         “I hope nobody’s been hitting him.”

         
         “It’s unlikely he fell down the stairs, Mom. In any case, he’ll have to be told where I’ve been.”

         
         “Yes, we’ll do that. But gently—”

         
         “I didn’t know there was a gentle way of telling that story!”

         
         They go back downstairs, and Mona starts making dinner.

         
         “I’ll have to get a Christmas tree for when Léonard gets back,” she muses.

         
         “Want me to go out and cut one down?”

         
         “No. We’re not allowed to do that anymore—we have to buy it, now. Anyway, how was your day at work?”

         
         “Fine,” says her son, lighting a cigarette.

         
         “They didn’t make any more comments?”

         
         “No, nothing at all since last week.”

         
         “I’m sure everything will be fine.”

         
         Jorge opens the window and gazes at the yard in the darkness. He loved to play out there when he was just a little boy, back
            when life seemed like a long, straight line of hope and light.
         

         
         “No, Mom, it won’t be fine,” he murmurs. “Once the foundation cracks, the house always ends up collapsing—”

         
         “What did you say, son?”

         
         “Nothing, Mom. It doesn’t matter.”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge starts the final day of his week. Mona, like many employees, is already on vacation, but he has only the afternoon of
            December 24 and all of Christmas Day off. A gift from management. Jorge got Sacha to lend him an old car so that his mother
            could use the Clio if need be. Since they’re short-staffed today, he’s abandoned his forklift and is moving small tools to
            the less-frequented aisles. This time of year is geared more to Christmas shopping than DIY.
         

         
         “Excuse me—”

         
         “Yes, can I help you?” asks Jorge, turning to the customer.

         
         His breathing stops. Opposite him is Pierre Lebrun.

         
         Sarah’s father.

         
         “I’m looking for . . .”

         
         The man recognizes him, too. Or, at least, he hesitates. As if it were impossible, as if fate couldn’t inflict such an encounter
            on him in such an unlikely place. Jorge comes to his senses quickly and his face becomes impassive again.
         

         
         “What are you looking for, sir?”

         
         “Cordless drills,” replies Lebrun, staring at him steadily.

         
         “Two aisles down,” says Jorge, turning back toward the shelves. “Have a nice day, sir.”

         
         “You, too.”

         
         The man turns around and Jorge’s heart steadies. Yet he’s forced to close his eyes and cling to the shelves to keep from falling.
            He didn’t think it would be this hard.
         

         
         Slowly he gets back to work, taking screws, nails, and dowels out of their boxes. A few minutes later, he’s interrupted again:

         
         “Jorge?”

         
         “Yes?” he replies, turning his head.

         
         His gaze falls on Lebrun, and his heart starts racing again.

         
         “So it is you,” murmurs Lebrun. “It is you, you son of a bitch!”

         
         The man gets dangerously close.

         
         “My daughter is in a coffin and you’re still breathing, you filthy scum—”

         
         “Mr. Lebrun, I’m not allowed to talk to you or approach you. So I’d like you to let me do my work.”

         
         “Let you do your work? I should kill you, that’s what I should do!”

         
         Jorge abandons his boxes and walks away. But Lebrun follows, shouting, “Murderer!”

         
         Jorge turns around, a markedly changed look on his face.

         
         “I’ve served my time and been released. You have no right to insult me, no right to threaten me.”

         
         “And you? Did you have the right to kill my daughter?”

         
         “It wasn’t me who killed her.”

         
         Lebrun pushes him violently, and Jorge lands against the metal shelves. Pain shoots up his spine to his skull in a flash.
            When he stands up, Lebrun grabs him by the collar and again slams him into the shelves. He punches him in the face, the stomach.
         

         
         Jorge could defend himself. He could knock his attacker to the ground, immobilize him, give back what he got.

         
         He has so much rage in his heart that he could even kill him.

         
         But he does nothing. Aware that if he raises even a finger against this man, he’ll go straight back to prison. Horrified customers
            stand at a distance. A woman calls for help.
         

         
         Alerted by the screams, the store’s owner rushes to the scene.

         
         “What’s going on here?”

         
         Lebrun finally lets go of Jorge. He thinks about running away but instead decides to confront Delambre.

         
         “Did you know you hired a murderer?”

         
         “Calm down, sir,” begs Delambre.

         
         “You knew, didn’t you? Shame on you! You’re the same breed as him!”

         
         “Calm down,” repeats Delambre. “This man has been paroled and—”

         
         “Piece of shit!” spits Lebrun.

         
         “Sir, if you don’t tone down your language and if you continue to make a scene, I’ll be forced to call the police. And I assure
            you, I’d rather not.”
         

         
         As a security guard arrives on the scene, Lebrun pushes Jorge against the shelf one last time, then heads for the exit, the
            guard at his heels.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” asks Delambre.

         
         Jorge nods.

         
         “Who was that?”

         
         “The father of—”

         
         “I see.”

         
         A dozen or so customers still linger at the head of the aisle, and Delambre is uncomfortable.

         
         “I’m sorry,” adds Jorge. “It’s really bad luck.”

         
         “Do you need to see a doctor?”

         
         “No, I’ll be fine.”

         
         “Go to the changing rooms and wash your face,” says Delambre. “And don’t come back to the shop floor. Stay in the storeroom.”

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard opens the window and feels the cold air whip at his face. It’s time for the juveniles’ walk, and he watches the others
            strolling, chatting, and lining up at the phone booths.
         

         
         He hasn’t left his cell since he came back from court.

         
         If he doesn’t want to leave here feetfirst, he feels he’s better off avoiding the yard, the hallways, and the recreation room.

         
         From his vantage point, he notices that Mickaël is back. He’s sitting on the bench next to Kaan and Sohan. The trio from hell, reunited once more. 

         
         He closes the window and lies down on the bed. He counts on his fingers the number of days of imprisonment he has left to
            endure.
         

         
         Three days and three nights.

         
         No, two and a half days and three nights.

         
         He tries to count the hours, but quickly gives up.

         
         To pass the time, he thinks of Victoria’s face, her big blue eyes, her smile. Then he imagines himself in the middle of a
            wide-open space, where an infinite sky replaces this ceiling, where mountains replace the walls. Walking along amber rivers,
            shaded by Caledonian pines. Crossing moors inhabited by majestic stags. Admiring lakes underneath clouds heavy with rain.
         

         
         In the distance, a wooden house with a dark roof. And on the threshold, his brother, waiting for him.

         
         His eyes close. A smile spreads across his face.

         
         He’s in Glen Affric.

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge parks the car near the building with the tricolor flag outside and hesitates for a long moment. Then he finally makes
            up his mind and pushes open the door of the police station. As soon as he enters, he feels oppressed, as if there’s not enough
            oxygen. A new recruit sits at the reception desk.
         

         
         “I’m here to make a statement,” says Jorge.

         
         “What about?”

         
         “An assault at my workplace.”

         
         “Don’t you want to file a complaint?” asks the officer, looking at the bruise on his jaw.

         
         “No, just a statement.”

         
         “Your ID, please.”

         
         Jorge hands him his old ID card, long out of date, and the officer jots down something in a notebook.

         
         “Someone from the judicial police will see you now.”

         
         “For a statement?” Jorge says in surprise. “Can’t you record it here at the reception desk?”

         
         “No, it’s our brigade commander’s instructions. If there’s an assault, he wants the person to be heard by an officer from
            the judicial police. You can wait in the other room. We’ll call you.”
         

         
         The wait is long, and Jorge uses the time to send a text message to his mother.

         
         I’ll be home late; don’t worry about me.

         
         Jorge tries to reassure himself, thinking there can’t be a single officer here who still remembers him. All those involved
            in his arrest or in the investigation of the double murder must have either retired or been transferred by now.
         

         
         After about twenty minutes, a man comes to get him and takes him to his office. Jorge finds it harder and harder to breathe.

         
         “I’m Lieutenant Meyers. Please have a seat.”

         
         Meyers is in his forties. Quite tall, with a clear, frank, and direct gaze. He likes to stare people right in the eye, to
            the point of making them uncomfortable.
         

         
         “I’m listening, Mr. Mathieu.”

         
         In a few words, Jorge tells him what happened.

         
         “Why did this man hit you and insult you?”

         
         “Because . . . because I was convicted of murdering his daughter.”

         
         The impact of this information shows on the officer’s face.

         
         “I just got out of prison. And I’m on parole.”

         
         The officer finally finds his tongue.

         
         “How did he know you worked there?”

         
         “He had no idea. It was a coincidence.”

         
         “Okay. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

         
         The lieutenant disappears, and Jorge unzips his jacket since he can’t open the window. When the lieutenant reappears two minutes later, he’s not alone. As Captain Solers enters the room, Jorge gags, overwhelmed by a wave of nauseating memories. 

         
         “Mathieu, what a surprise!” says Solers.

         
         Jorge meets his gaze.

         
         “I knew you were out, but I didn’t expect to see you back here so soon!”

         
         “And I didn’t know we were on such familiar terms,” answers Jorge. 

         
         Meyers stays by the door, and Solers sits behind the desk.

         
         “All right, Mr. Mathieu, what can we do for you?”
         

         
         “I came to make a statement about an assault.”

         
         “Assault? And who would dare attack you, Mr. Mathieu?”

         
         “Pierre Lebrun.”

         
         “Pierre Lebrun—if I remember correctly, he’s the father of one of your victims, isn’t he? The father of the young woman you
            raped and brutally murdered?”
         

         
         “He’s the father of Sarah Lebrun, raped and murdered, but not by me.”

         
         “But the court found you guilty, didn’t it?”

         
         “Indeed, but without solid evidence—and after a botched investigation.”

         
         Solers takes a direct hit from the missile, and Jorge gives him no time to retaliate.

         
         “But if you refuse my request, I’ll take it to the police station in the neighborhood where I work, tomorrow. And I’ll inform
            the judge,” he adds, rising to his feet. “Goodbye, gentlemen.”
         

         
         “Calm down, Mr. Mathieu,” says Solers. “We’re going to record your statement on the judicial information sheet. Lieutenant,
            would you take care of this?”
         

         
         Meyers retrieves the register and notes down the key points dictated by Jorge, under the watchful eye of the captain.

         
         “And why don’t you want to press charges, Mr. Mathieu?”

         
         “I just want the incident to be recorded, especially in relation to the parole board. But I don’t want to make things worse
            for the poor man. After all, he had nothing to do with what happened to me. Unlike some others—”
         

         
         “You’re too generous, Mr. Mathieu!”

         
         Once the register has been filled in, Jorge collects his ID card, and Solers escorts him to the exit.

         
         “And tell me, what was prison like?”

         
         Jorge gives him a ferocious smile.

         
         “If you really want to find out, give it a try. It’s not that hard, you know—you just have to be in the wrong place at the
            wrong time, with investigators who don’t give a damn about the truth and jurors who are blind. And bingo, you’ve won your
            ticket to twenty years of cage life!”
         

         
         “Don’t go too far, Mr. Mathieu. It’s so easy to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. So be careful not to earn another ticket.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         On Sunday morning, the guard opens the door and waits for an answer. It’s Alexandre’s day off, so it’s Philippe’s turn today.
            Léonard grunts a “G’morning, sir,” then promptly goes back to sleep. Idleness tires him.
         

         
         When breakfast arrives, he doesn’t even get up. He utters a muffled “Thank you” through the pillow and closes his eyes again,
            hoping to return to his dream—which is, for once, delicious. His lukewarm chocolate and stale bread can wait. They’re no match
            for a trip with Victoria along the roads of Glen Affric. . . .
         

         
         Léonard crosses the border again, and Victoria is there still, waiting patiently in the land of dreams. But the landscape has changed; ominous clouds gather over the snowcapped peaks, the Caledonian pines vanish in a stubborn mist, and torrential rain soon pours down on their heads. A dilapidated house emerges from the Highland soil, and they decide to seek refuge there. 

         
         On his mattress, Léonard stirs restlessly. Under closed eyelids, his eyes roll back and forth. His breathing quickens.

         
         In Glen Affric, he wants to turn back, sure that this house is an ambush set by fate. But Victoria insists, and he finally
            pushes open the door to the shack. He finds himself in the half-light and Victoria suddenly disappears, as if swallowed by
            the darkness. Léonard calls to her, shouting her name. Only an eerie silence answers him. And when the door slams behind him,
            darkness descends. He falls to his knees, his hands sinking into the loose, sticky ground. The acrid taste in his mouth, the
            nauseating smell, the cold and the fear.
         

         
         His nightmare is back.

         
         He escapes it by waking with a start and taking a deep breath of oxygen. He lies still for a few seconds, facing the cell
            wall, then turns to the other side.
         

         
         Mickaël, Sohan, and Kaan loom over the bed.

         
         Valentin acts as lookout by the door, which the guard has carelessly left open.

         
         Léonard has no time to react. His enemies drag him from his bed and tackle him to the floor. They stuff a cloth in his mouth,
            and he nearly chokes.
         

         
         “So, big girl, sleeping in?” Kaan smirks.

         
         Léonard struggles, but the Turk has put a knee on his chest and crushes him with all his weight, while the other two hold
            his ankles and wrists.
         

         
         “I hear you’re leaving tomorrow. We’re going to miss you. But we do have a little going-away present for you. Because you
            don’t want to forget us, do you, sweetheart?”
         

         
         Five days is nothing.

         
         Five days will fly by.

         
         Five days can be long enough to die.

         
         Kaan stands up, leaving one foot on Léonard’s chest, then unzips his jeans.

         
         “Thirsty, sweetheart?”

         
         Léonard tries to tilt his head away, but Mickaël stops him, and urine squirts him in the face. The foul liquid runs into his
            eyes, up his nostrils, soaks into the rag and his mouth. He can’t breathe and he struggles as hard as he can.
         

         
         “Oh, yes, she was thirsty!” Mickaël cackles.

         
         Kaan zips his trousers and puts all his weight on his left leg. Léonard feels a rib give way under the pressure, and a muffled
            howl escapes his throat. Then the Turk brings his shoe down and crushes his genitals. Léonard’s eyes bulge; his back arches
            in pain.
         

         
         The torture finally stops and Kaan brings his face close to Léonard’s.

         
         “If you talk, asshole, I’ll send someone to your house and he’ll burn you and your family alive, got it?”

         
         Léonard tries to nod, but he has no strength left, not an ounce of air in his lungs. The ceiling of the cell disappears; his
            torturers become a blur.
         

         
         The next moment, he plunges into a silent abyss.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            39

         
         When Léonard opens his eyes again, the light has changed. A streak of sunlight slices his cell in two. The voices of the other
            inmates rise from the yard, feeling their way into his numbed brain.
         

         
         He realizes that he’s on his bed and that the cell door is locked.

         
         And that no one has raised concern about his prolonged coma.

         
         The first thing he feels is the stabbing pain in his crotch; it shoots up through his abdomen and hits his kidneys. Violent
            nausea pushes him upright on the mattress, and a new pain pins him to the spot, as if someone had thrust a javelin into his
            chest.
         

         
         The smell he gives off is unbearable, but it’s nothing compared to the taste polluting his mouth. He turns on his side, gets
            cautiously to his feet, and makes his way to the shower room, leaning on the wall. After turning on the tap with a trembling
            hand, he rinses his mouth before running water over his face and head. He takes off his dirty T-shirt, rinses his mouth again,
            and takes several gulps of water.
         

         
         He slumps to his knees, facing the sink, one hand on the toilet bowl to keep from falling any farther.

         
         Even lower.

         
         Lower and lower.

         
         Will he ever hit bottom? Has he experienced the ultimate abasement humanity has to offer—or is there worse to come?

         
         Léonard wonders.

         
         Wonders why men are so cruel sometimes. Why he’s always the scapegoat for their pain. If he isn’t the cause of their hatred
            and rage.
         

         
         Léonard wonders.

         
         Wonders where he comes from. Why, every night, he dreams his hands and feet are in mud. And why is he so afraid of the dark?

         
         Léonard wonders.

         
         Wonders if he really deserved to find Mona in his path. If he deserves to be loved, quite simply. If he isn’t just a burden
            to her. And if things wouldn’t have been better had he died in that ditch.
         

         
         Léonard wonders.

         
         Wonders if he shouldn’t just stay here forever, to make life easier for his mother.

         
         Léonard wonders.

         
         Wonders if Glen Affric really exists, somewhere.
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         Alexandre enters cell 22 with a broad smile.

         
         “Hey, Léonard, it’s D-Day!”

         
         “Good morning, sir.”

         
         The guard looks at the young man sitting on his mattress, rocking back and forth.

         
         “Are you all right, Léonard?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “You don’t seem all right. Are you all packed?”

         
         “I don’t have anything to pack.”

         
         “Yes, well—are you ready?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “You’ll be out by three. I’ll pick you up at two o’clock, okay?”

         
         “All right, sir.”

         
         Alexandre goes over to him.

         
         “What’s wrong, Léonard?”

         
         “It hurts.”

         
         “Where does it hurt?”

         
         “Everywhere. Inside and out.”

         
         Alexandre grabs the chair and pulls it up opposite him. Léonard has avoided his gaze and kept his head down since he came
            in.
         

         
         “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on with you?”

         
         “It doesn’t matter, sir. I’m just a kid found in a ditch, you know. So it doesn’t matter.”

         
         Alexandre frowns.

         
         “Did someone hurt you this weekend?”

         
         “Mona, she found me in a ditch.”

         
         “Who’s Mona?”

         
         “My mother.”

         
         “If she’s your mother, she can’t have found you in a ditch!”

         
         “On Saint Léonard’s Day, she found me. That’s where I get my name from.”

         
         Bewildered, Alexandre thinks for a moment.

         
         “Is she kind to you, Mona?”

         
         “Yes, always. She says I’m different, but it doesn’t matter. That she doesn’t regret finding me in that ditch. That she loves
            me anyway. But maybe she’s just saying that so she doesn’t hurt my feelings.”
         

         
         “What an idea!” protests Alexandre. “If she says it, it must be true! And if she’s kind to you, you must want to be back with
            her, right?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “So why do you look so sad this morning?”

         
         Léonard looks up at last, and Alexandre sees all the distress in the world in his face.

         
         “Is it all my fault?”

         
         “Is what all your fault?”

         
         “I don’t know—if the others hate me, it’s not for no reason, is it?”

         
         Increasingly lost, Alexandre remains silent.

         
         “Achour shouldn’t have died. Nanosh, either. But maybe it’s because they were my friends that they died—”

         
         “You think they’re dead because of you?”

         
         “I don’t know, sir. It’s not fair. The world and all that.”

         
         “No, the world isn’t always fair, Léonard. But we have to deal with it.”

         
         “What if we can’t? What if we can’t deal with it?”

         
         This sentence echoes strangely in the guard’s hardened heart.

         
         “Are you a fair person?” he asks.

         
         “I don’t know, sir.”

         
         “I’m sure you’re not a bad guy, Léonard. And that’s what counts, don’t you think?”

         
         “If I’m not bad, why am I here?”

         
         “Because you screwed up. It can happen to anyone. The important thing is to learn from your mistakes and not make them again.”

         
         The guard gets to his feet and puts the chair away.

         
         “It’s okay, Léonard, don’t worry. You’re going to be reunited with your mother, your home, and your old life. I want you washed,
            combed, and dressed by two. All right?”
         

         
         “All right, sir.”

         
         Alexandre locks the door and leans against the guardrail. He closes his eyes to the void.

         
         What if we can’t deal with it?

         
         Like little Achour, Alexandre sometimes wants to jump. To forget. These faces, these cries, these tears. These mountains of
            injustice to climb relentlessly, these tragedies, all these kids sacrificed, corrupted to the bone.
         

         
         If you can’t deal with it, you die a slow death, Léonard.

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge only has to work half a day today. Delambre has decided to close this afternoon, as December twenty-fourth isn’t the
            most profitable day for a materials store.
         

         
         This weekend, Jorge moved back into his bedroom, the one where he spent his childhood. Despite Mona’s insistence, he has made
            no effort to decorate. One or two stacks of books on the floor, his guitar—now a stranger to him—left in its corner like a
            relic. Come to think of it, this room resembles something he knows like the back of his hand.
         

         
         It’s a cell.

         
         He may as well add some bars to the window.

         
         Afterward, he helped his mother clean up Léonard’s room and watched her decorate the Christmas tree.

         
         Later this afternoon, he’ll meet this brother he’s never shared a life with. Not one childhood game, not a single shared secret,
            no dreams of a common future.
         

         
         No memories of him, not even a photo. No place that could unite them.

         
         Except prison.

         
         Yes, their only bond is prison.

         
         And Mona.

         
         She’s supposed to talk with Léonard on the ride back from the prison, but Jorge suspects she won’t have the courage. He thinks
            he’ll have to tell his brother the sad truth himself.
         

         
         Apparently, Léonard believes Jorge is an adventurer, a hero.

         
         A role model.

         
         He imagines the disappointment will be in direct proportion to his illusions.

         
         Welcome to reality, brother. . . .

         
         *  *  *

         Mona parks in the prison parking lot. In the rearview mirror, she checks her hair, then grabs her bag, and slams the door.

         
         She’s way ahead of schedule but she wouldn’t miss the moment her son walks through the prison door for anything in the world.
            She wants to be the first person he sees when he’s free. She wasn’t able to be there for Jorge, even though she’d dreamed
            of that moment a thousand times.
         

         
         A wound that will leave yet another scar.

         
         She buttons her coat and looks at the high gray walls topped with barbed wire, the watchtowers manned by armed guards. This
            cursed place that stole two sons from her.
         

         
         Two innocent men.

         
         She lights a cigarette, wipes away a tear. Tonight, she’ll have her two boys around the table. Tonight, she’ll be able to see them side by side. 

         
         Tonight, at last, everything will be back to normal.

         
         *  *  *

         Shortly before two, Alexandre climbs the stairs to the cells. Usually, when he escorts a minor to the court clerk’s office
            to be released from prison, he’s quite relieved. It’s one of his favorite missions. But today, as he approaches cell 22, he’s
            worried. Léonard had seemed so upset this morning.
         

         
         Almost desperate.

         
         The month he’s spent within these walls will remain a severe trauma, despite Alexandre’s best efforts. Achour throwing himself
            into the void before his very eyes, Nanosh having his throat slit right in front of him, Kaan and his gang humiliating and
            threatening him. If Alexandre ever got his hands on the judge who sent Léonard here, he’d send him straight to the block.
         

         
         As he unlocks cell 22, his apprehension soars. And yet, he quickly glues on a smile before pushing open the door.

         
         “Come on, Léonard, it’s time. . . .”

         
         Alexandre halts, dumbstruck, and the keys drop from his hand.
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         The keys crash to the floor. Breathless, Alexandre leans against the doorframe. Léonard sits with his back to the wall, just
            below the window. He’s wearing nothing but his boxer shorts, and his clothes are neatly folded on the bed.
         

         
         In his right hand, he holds a razor blade.

         
         His chest, stomach, upper left arm, and legs are bleeding. It looks like he’s torn his skin off.

         
         His eyes are open.

         
         Open, but empty.

         
         “Léonard!”

         
         Alexandre presses a finger to the boy’s carotid artery, feels his heartbeat.

         
         “Léonard, what have you done?”

         
         The guard grabs his radio and calls for the doctor. He then retrieves the razor blade and places it on the table. Now that
            he’s close, he’s horrified to see all the cuts the young man has inflicted on himself. There must be at least fifty of them.
            In his decades-long prison career, he’s never seen anything like it.
         

         
         A tear rolls down Léonard’s face, and he begins to tremble. His forehead rests on the guard’s shoulder. Alexandre places a
            hand on his unscarred back, as he would with one of his own children.
         

         
         “Why did you do it, son?”

         
         Léonard can only sob endlessly.

         
         “Talk to me—tell me what’s wrong.”

         
         Léonard continues to cry on the shoulder of this man who could be his father, but is only his prisoner, the armed wing of
            injustice.
         

         
         “Talk to me,” Alexandre begs.

         
         If only Léonard had the words to express his pain—

         
         How can he tell him?

         
         Tell him he’d like to disappear, to be swallowed up by one of his nightmares. Explain that Mona can’t come get him, that she
            has to abandon him here and now. It’s what she’ll end up doing anyway, just as his real parents did. Because he’s not like
            the others, because he’s just a burden. Explain that he’d rather die here than have to endure another ordeal.
         

         
         How can he tell him that he couldn’t take any more unanswered questions? That his brain was about to explode, that it all
            had to come out, one way or another. He had to expel the pain in his chest and head. Give it a color, a shape, a smell.
         

         
         How can he make Alexandre understand that this razor blade, which had fallen out of Nanosh’s belongings, was the only alternative
            to madness? That through each of these wounds a little of his pain escaped. That it flowed from his veins like water springs
            from the earth.
         

         
         “Talk to me,” Alexandre pleads again.

         
         How can he tell him all this?

         
         “Sorry, sir.”

         
         *  *  *

         Mona gets back in the car and checks the clock on the dashboard; Léonard should have been out a half hour ago. She silently
            curses the prison, which keeps her son from her and prolongs the torture. She lights a third cigarette and fixes her hair
            again.
         

         
         Shouldn’t be long now.

         
         As if in response to her impatience, a buzzer sounds, and the large door opens. She puts out her cigarette in a hurry, but it’s not Léonard who emerges from the huge building. It’s just a uniformed guard heading for the visitors’ parking lot. From behind the wheel, Mona watches him. He’s a handsome man in his forties, tall and sturdy. And when he taps on the window, Mona has a bad feeling. 

         
         “Good afternoon, ma’am. Are you Léonard’s mother?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Mona gets out of the Clio and stands in front of him.

         
         “My name is Alexandre, and I’m a guard in the juvenile section.”

         
         “Léonard is getting out today, isn’t he?”

         
         “Yes, ma’am. But—there’s a problem.”

         
         What she reads in this man’s eyes makes her heart leap. It’s not an administrative hassle, a delay, or a missing piece of
            paper.
         

         
         It’s about Léonard. Her son, her love.

         
         “What’s going on?” she asks in a trembling voice.

         
         Alexandre hesitates for a moment, searching for the right words. He shouldn’t be here, talking to this woman. Bending the
            rules again. But if he hadn’t come out, she might have stayed here for hours, waiting for her son, fretting.
         

         
         “Léonard’s in the infirmary with the doctor.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Rest assured, ma’am, his life isn’t in danger. But I wanted to talk to you, to tell you what happened—even though it’s not
            easy.”
         

         
         Mona puts a hand on the roof of the car to brace herself for the blow.

         
         “When I came to collect him from his cell for release, I found him in bad shape.”

         
         “Had he fainted?”

         
         “No, it’s something else. He . . . well, he hurt himself. He mutilated himself.”

         
         Mona staggers. Alexandre prepares to catch her if she falls. But she stays on her feet, catches her breath.

         
         “Mutilated?”

         
         “Yes. He inflicted cuts on his arms, legs, and stomach. But the doctor is treating him and says he’ll be fine—though he did
            lose quite a bit of blood.”
         

         
         “What have you done to him?” Mona suddenly screams.

         
         “Calm down, ma’am,” begs Alexandre. “I had nothing to do with it. I’ve tried to talk to him, but he refuses to say why he
            did it. He seemed upset when I saw him this morning. But I never thought it would—well, come to this.”
         

         
         Mona takes a cigarette from her coat pocket. Her hand shakes so much that she struggles to light it.

         
         “I’m sure it’s because of his buddies,” says Alexandre.

         
         “His buddies? What buddies?”

         
         “He had made friends with a fourteen-year-old boy named Achour. Unfortunately, Achour threw himself off the walkway a few
            days ago.”
         

         
         “Oh, my God—”

         
         “And another friend, his cellmate, was killed in a dispute. I think those two shocks, coming one after the other, must have
            seriously shaken your son.”
         

         
         Mona looks toward the prison.

         
         That inhuman place.

         
         “He was already so fragile! And now, all these horrors. When is he getting out?”

         
         “As soon as the doctor’s finished treating him and I can take him to the clerk’s office. Probably within the hour.”

         
         “All right. I’ll be waiting for him.”

         
         “I hope he’ll be okay now. And I don’t usually say this, but I’d . . . I’d really like to hear from him.”

         
         Alexandre hands her a piece of paper with his phone number on it. Surprised, Mona puts it in her pocket.

         
         “If Léo wants, you’ll hear from him,” she promises. “Thank you for letting me know what was going on.”

         
         “You’re welcome, ma’am. All the best.”

         
         *  *  *

         Alexandre opens the gate, and Léonard steps onto the walkway. He walks slowly, with difficulty, each step painful. His face
            bears witness to the pain he’s enduring.
         

         
         Today’s, yesterday’s.

         
         Always and forever.

         
         “Will you be all right?” the guard asks, worried.

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         After cleaning and disinfecting each cut, and suturing the deepest ones, the prison doctor has covered Léonard’s wounds with
            bandages under his loose-fitting clothes.
         

         
         “I don’t want to go to the block, sir. Unless you leave the light on.”

         
         Alexandre slows his pace again.

         
         “We’re heading for the exit, Léonard. There’s no way you’re going to solitary. Come on. I saw your mother earlier. She’s waiting
            for you outside.”
         

         
         “What did you tell her?”

         
         “That you’d harmed yourself and refused to explain why.”

         
         Léonard pauses, holding on to the wall.

         
         “You know, Léonard, I’ve been in this business a long time. Twenty years, to be precise. So I’m sure something happened to
            you this weekend, while I was off.”
         

         
         Léonard keeps his head down. Alexandre moves close to him.

         
         “And I’d like you to tell me what, young man.”

         
         “Nothing,” Léonard replies.

         
         “You’re lying—I know it. I asked around and found out you hadn’t been in the yard or the recreation room. It happened in your
            cell, didn’t it?”
         

         
         Léonard remains silent, but Alexandre won’t let it drop.

         
         “Have I not been straight with you?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Do you trust me?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “So please, Léonard, talk to me.”

         
         “If I do, they’ll set fire to my house. With us in it.”

         
         Alexandre sighs.

         
         “I wish you’d tell me,” he says. “And this is just between us, okay?”

         
         Léonard looks into the guard’s eyes.

         
         “People have always hated me. But that’s because I’m different. Mona said so. At school, in the village, here—it’s all the
            same. It’s always the same, you know?”
         

         
         “Was it Kaan?”

         
         Unable to lie, Léonard’s silence speaks a tacit confession.

         
         “Kaan, Sohan, Mickaël?” asks Alexandre.

         
         “And Valentin—but you won’t say anything, will you?”

         
         “A promise is a promise, my boy. So no, I won’t say anything. But I guarantee I’m going to give those little bastards a run
            for their money! Come on, lean on me, it’ll be less painful.”
         

         
         “Thank you, sir.”

         
         They continue their interminable journey through the detention area, heading for the prison clerk’s office.

         
         “Did Mona seem happy that I’m getting out?”

         
         “Yes, Léonard. All she wants is to see you again. So swear to me that you’ll be okay now, and that you won’t pull any of this
            crap again.”
         

         
         “All right, sir. I swear.”

         
         *  *  *

         “Do you have something to tell me, Léo?” asks Mona, without taking her eyes off the road.

         
         “My watch—the battery’s dead, I think.”

         
         “We’ll change it as soon as we get home.”

         
         Alexandre had given Léonard support before releasing him into his mother’s embrace. The two held each other for a long moment,
            and Léonard felt as if his empty heart were being filled again with a warm, lifesaving balm.
         

         
         “Alexandre told me you hurt yourself in your cell,” says Mona.

         
         “I cut myself, that’s all.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         The drugs he swallowed in the infirmary are starting to take effect, and the pain is beginning to subside. Léonard watches
            the landscape pass outside the window. A little snow has frozen on the side of the road; everything is sad and gray. How many
            times, in the depths of his cell, has he whispered, Mona, come get me? How many times has he dreamed of this moment? This moment he imagined would be joyous, wonderful.
         

         
         “Why did you do it?” repeats Mona in a soft voice.

         
         “I don’t know, Mom. Because that’s what I had to do.”

         
         “You can talk to me whenever you feel like it, okay? Now let’s go home and forget all about it.”

         
         “Yes, let’s forget about it.”

         
         “Arsène’s waiting for you. I think he’s missed you!”

         
         “I’ve missed him, too.”

         
         “Arsène isn’t the only one who’s waiting for you. There’s someone else.”

         
         “Victoria?”

         
         “No, it’s not Victoria. She’s gone skiing with her mother. You’ll see her as soon as she gets back.”

         
         “Is it Hadrien? Or Sacha?”

         
         “No again.”

         
         Léonard is puzzled by his mother’s embarrassed smile. He’s gone through all the people who might be waiting or hoping to see
            him, and he’s out of ideas.
         

         
         “He’s . . . someone who knows Scotland well. More specifically, Glen Affric.”

         
         Léonard’s eyes open wide.

         
         “Yes, Léo. Your brother has come home and he can’t wait to meet you.”

         
         Léonard slips his right hand into his jeans pocket and squeezes his action figure.

         
         “You can’t tell him, or he won’t like me.”

         
         “Tell him what?” Mona asks.

         
         “That I just got out of prison.”
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         By the time they reach Granviller, it’s getting dark. Léonard’s eyes sparkle every time the car passes under one of the strings
            of lights that bring the main street to life.
         

         
         “I need a few things from the convenience store,” says Mona as she pulls into the parking lot. “And I also have to go to the
            pharmacy to pick up the medicine the doctor prescribed. Will you wait for me here, or would you rather I take you home first?”
         

         
         “Whatever you want, Mom.”

         
         She looks at her son, still pale and exhausted.

         
         “Okay, I’ll drop you off and then come back out. So you can rest.”

         
         “All right. Is he home?”

         
         “Your brother? Yes, I think he should be back by now.”

         
         “Will you stay for a bit?”

         
         “Yes, don’t worry, darling. It’s going to be all right, you’ll see.”

         
         She does a quick reverse and drives up the hill toward the old farmhouse. Gone are the bright decorations, replaced with fields
            and trees stiffened by the cold.
         

         
         After a few bends in the road, the car pulls up in front of the gate, and Léonard immediately sees that it’s been raised with
            steel spikes. Mona parks as close as possible to the house and helps her son out of the Clio. She holds his arm, and he tries
            his best to walk upright, imagining his brother watching him through the window. The outside lights come on, the door opens,
            and Jorge comes to meet them.
         

         
         In the glow of the lights, the two brothers stare at each other for a second, and time comes to a standstill.

         
         “Good evening, Léo,” says Jorge with a friendly smile.

         
         “Good evening, Jorge.”

         
         “You look like you could use a hand.”

         
         “He’s having trouble walking,” explains Mona. “He hurt himself in prison. . . .”

         
         Léonard’s lips purse, his heart aches. Without a thought, his mother has uttered the forbidden word.

         
         Jorge takes Mona’s place and supports Léonard all the way into the house. He pulls up a chair and his brother collapses into
            it.
         

         
         “What happened to you?” he asks.

         
         “I’ll explain later,” says Mona. “I have some shopping to do for tonight and I have to pick up his meds at the pharmacy. I’ll
            leave you to get acquainted.”
         

         
         When the door slams, Léonard stares at the floor while Jorge sits on the other side of the table. A long silence settles over
            the room. Jorge stares at this colossus with a child’s face—a child who’s just left a hell Jorge knows by heart. How can he
            find the words to build a bridge between them? To make up for sixteen years apart. To close the gap between their separate
            solitudes.
         

         
         “Are you thirsty?”

         
         Shaking his head, Léonard declines the offer. It won’t be easy.

         
         “Do you not feel like talking, then? I understand, you know.”

         
         “I told her not to say anything,” mutters Léonard.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I didn’t want Mona to tell you that I just got out of prison.”

         
         An apologetic smile spreads across Jorge’s face.

         
         “I already knew you were in prison. And I really don’t have a problem with that, Léo.”

         
         Léonard finally looks up and his large green eyes scan his brother’s face to check he’s sincere.

         
         “And did Mona tell you where I’ve been?” Jorge asks.

         
         “In Glen Affric.”

         
         “I see. It’s true I lived in Glen Affric for almost a year, but . . . well, then I came back to France.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes, Léo. And something happened that I’ll tell you about later. We’ve got plenty of time to tell each other things, don’t
            we?”
         

         
         “Yes, we do,” agrees Léonard.

         
         “Would you like to go to your room and rest? I can help you upstairs, if you want.”

         
         “Yes, thank you.”

         
         Léonard makes his way slowly up the stairs. His brother stands close behind him, in case he falls. It’s not easy to climb
            so many stairs when every step is an ordeal—every rub of his clothes triggers an intense burning sensation.
         

         
         They get to the bedroom and Jorge pushes open the door.

         
         “And where are you sleeping?” asks Léonard.

         
         “Across the hall, in my old bedroom.”

         
         On the bed, Arsène opens one eye and stretches. Léonard sits down beside him, and the cat comes into his lap, purring with
            pleasure. He meows several times as he rubs up against his best friend.
         

         
         Jorge smiles. “Looks like he’s missed you!”

         
         “I’ve missed him, too. But I wouldn’t have wanted him there. It’s too ugly.”

         
         “I understand.”

         
         Jorge helps his brother take off his jacket. He instantly notices the bloodstains on his T-shirt and realizes there are some
            on the boy’s jeans, too.
         

         
         “I’m sure you want to change, right?”

         
         Embarrassed, Léonard nods. He gets to his feet, feels himself falter, and collapses in his brother’s arms, smothering him
            with his weight.
         

         
         “You okay, Léo?” he asks, pulling him back onto the bed.

         
         “Yes, sorry. I don’t know, maybe it’s the pills I took.”

         
         Jorge kneels down in front of his brother and unlaces his shoes.

         
         “It can’t be easy with one hand,” he says.

         
         “That’s true.”

         
         “You have to tell me how you broke your arm—that is, if you want to.”

         
         Léonard wonders how to tell his prison story. Who would believe it?

         
         Jorge opens the wardrobe and takes out a clean T-shirt and jeans.

         
         “Are these okay?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Jorge places the clothes on the bed next to his brother.

         
         “I’ll get you something to drink. What do you like?”

         
         “Coke, if there is any.”

         
         “Coming right up! Back in a minute.”

         
         He closes the door, and Léonard looks at Arsène, who has curled up at the end of the bed with his back to him.

         
         “You’re mad at me because I went away, aren’t you? But it wasn’t on purpose, you know. I’ll tell you all about it,” he murmurs.
            “You’ll believe me, that’s for sure.”
         

         
         He gently removes his shirt, and the bandages appear, soaked here and there in blood. He gets up cautiously and goes to the
            mirror on the wardrobe door. He rips off the tape and removes the gauze strips, revealing the compresses the doctor applied.
            Freed from its gauze-and-tape cocoon, his tortured skin flares in the harsh light of the bulb. Léonard wonders how he could
            have done this to himself, how he could have methodically slashed his own flesh with the razor blade. Yet he remembers the
            relief he felt as he did.
         

         
         When he bends down to pick up the soiled bandages and compresses, he feels dizzy again. Sinking fast, he reaches for the wardrobe but falls to his knees in front of the mirror. That’s when Jorge knocks on the door. 

         
         “May I come in?”

         
         Léonard doesn’t have the strength to answer. Everything is spinning, and nausea turns his stomach.

         
         “Léo?” his brother calls.

         
         Worried, he finally pushes open the door as Léonard gets to his feet.

         
         “Oh, fuck,” Jorge mutters.

         
         He places the Coke on the bedside table and comes over to his wounded brother. They stare at their faces in the mirror. Once
            again, Léonard would like to disappear.
         

         
         “I guess your legs are in the same state?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Mona can’t see,” Jorge says. “Not tonight, anyway—because it’s Christmas and she’s happy to have you back. Okay, Léo?”

         
         “Yes. She can’t see.”

         
         “Don’t move, I’ll be back.”

         
         When Jorge reappears, he’s armed with a bottle of disinfectant and all the compresses and bandages he could find in the medicine
            cabinet.
         

         
         “Take off your jeans.”

         
         Léonard sits on the bed and obeys. Jorge finds it hard to look at this lacerated body, but they don’t have much time to hide
            the unspeakable from their mother.
         

         
         “Let’s start at the bottom,” he says.

         
         He removes the stained bandages, disinfects the deepest wounds, and covers them with compresses.

         
         “The strips should be enough on the others,” he says. “It hurts, does it?”

         
         “Yes, it hurts. But it was worse before.”

         
         “Razor blade?”

         
         Léonard nods and Jorge finishes wrapping the bandages around his brother’s legs before moving on to his upper body.

         
         “Raise your arms.”

         
         Léonard does as he’s told, and Jorge goes on bandaging.

         
         “I’m not going to have enough bandages,” he mumbles.

         
         That’s when they hear Mona coming up the stairs. Léonard’s eyes widen in panic; his breathing quickens.

         
         “Shit,” mutters his brother.

         
         He leaves the room to intercept his mother, who is on the stairs with a large pharmacy bag in her hand.

         
         “Is he okay?” she says worriedly.

         
         “Yes, he’s fine.”

         
         “They gave me tons of compresses and bandages,” says Mona. “I don’t know why so many—”

         
         “Don’t worry,” interrupts Jorge, snatching the bag. “I’m taking care of him. We’ll be down in a second, okay?”

         
         Mona clearly wants to come in, but in the face of her son’s determined gaze, she resigns herself to going back down.

         
         “I’ll set the table and get dinner ready. I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

         
         Jorge returns to the bedroom, where Léonard has not moved.

         
         “It’s okay, she went back downstairs.”

         
         “Thank you,” Léonard murmurs.

         
         Jorge finishes wrapping a bandage around his brother’s torso, then puts the last one on his left arm.

         
         “You don’t do things by halves, do you?” he observes. “Well, that should hold for tonight, and Mona has picked up enough supplies
            so that we can do it again tomorrow morning.”
         

         
         Jorge holds out his hand and helps his brother to his feet.

         
         “Come on,” he says. “Tonight’s our first Christmas together.”

         
         “Our first Christmas . . .”

         
         They walk down the hall and Léonard turns around.

         
         “Thanks for the bandages and all that.”

         
         “You’re welcome. It’s a strange way of getting to know each other, but still . . . anyway, you’re pretty beefy. Do you work
            out?”
         

         
         “I don’t need to. It’s just the way I am.”

         
         He takes three steps and turns back to his brother.

         
         “Aren’t you going to ask me why I did it?”

         
         “I know why you did it, Léo.”

         
         *  *  *

         “Sorry, Mom,” says Léonard.

         
         Mona sits on the edge of the bed and smiles at her son.

         
         “Don’t apologize, darling. You’re exhausted and need to rest.”

         
         It’s barely ten o’clock and Léonard can’t keep his eyes open.

         
         “Yes, but it’s Christmas tonight.”

         
         “What’s stopping us from having Christmas tomorrow night?”

         
         “Nobody’s stopping us,” he agrees. “No one can stop us!”

         
         “Exactly!”

         
         “Jorge isn’t angry, is he?”

         
         “Not at all, he understands perfectly.”

         
         “He’s very kind,” says Léonard. “And very handsome.”

         
         Mona gives him an astonished smile.

         
         “Very handsome?”

         
         “Yes, he looks a lot like you. But he’s my big brother and he’s . . . small. Smaller than me!”

         
         “Léo, it’s not that Jorge is small, it’s that you’re huge!” Mona laughs. “In fact, I think you’ve grown more. . . . Come on,
            get some rest, now. Tomorrow, you can tell me everything that happened to you, okay?”
         

         
         “Okay, but I might forget by tomorrow. Forget everything.”

         
          

         Mona returns to the living room. Jorge sits watching the flames in the fireplace.

         
         “Is he asleep?”

         
         “He will be soon,” says his mother.

         
         She pours herself a glass of wine and brings one to her son.

         
         “I’m worried,” she adds. “He looks so tired, so sad!”

         
         “That’s inevitable. But give him some time.”

         
         “How did you find him?”

         
         “Exactly as you described him—unique. He seems like he doesn’t have a bad bone in his body.”

         
          

         On the floor above, Léonard remains wide awake, and his face is wet with tears. He doesn’t know if they’re tears of joy or
            sorrow, or just a train crash of emotions inside his skull. A few hours ago, he sliced his skin with a razor blade, hoping
            to die. Tonight, he has returned to his home, his mother, his life.
         

         
         And this brother he’d given up hoping for.

         
         He should be laughing, shouting his happiness, and yet here he is crying, alone in his bed.

         
         Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?
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         In a corner of her mind, Angélique keeps a few slightly blurred images, photos in the colors of the past. A Nativity scene
            with a little Roman bridge made of fake stones and moss gathered in the woods. Red metallic wrapping paper, silver ribbon.
            The smell of a Christmas tree, or of a roaring fire. Her father’s hand on her hair, her mother’s smile warming her heart.
            Plates with blue trim, pretty stemmed glasses filled with golden bubbles.
         

         
         Tonight is different. Tonight is a Christmas like all the ones that came before. No tinsel, no stars, no warmth, and no love.
            Maréchal wanted her to make a turkey stuffed with chestnuts. He wanted a bottle of champagne, which he drank alone.
         

         
         Angélique was allowed a bite to eat in the kitchen. She does the dishes while he sits in front of the TV. When she finishes
            her work, she slips discreetly into the living room and sits on a chair behind the sofa.
         

         
         “Get lost,” growls her uncle.

         
         Since she threw the pot of boiling water in his face, she hasn’t been allowed to sit in front of the TV in the evenings. In
            the past, he sometimes tolerated her presence until the end of the movie or a news report, but not anymore.
         

         
         “What’s the point in you watching TV? You don’t understand a thing anyway!” He chuckles coarsely. “Go on, beat it, I said.”

         
         Angélique goes upstairs, opens and closes her bedroom door. Then she tiptoes back to the top of the stairs. She can’t see the pictures, but she can hear the sound—a variety show with songs from another era. With her eyes closed, she listens to the music and the voices, while she strokes the piece of velvet she keeps hidden in her vest pocket. Then she hears the snoring of the brute; her uncle has dozed off on the sofa. 

         
         After two minutes, she begins the perilous descent into the gloom. Halfway down the stairs, she can finally see him. Sitting
            on the sofa, head back, mouth open, the monster is fast asleep.
         

         
         Her hand clenched on the banister, Angélique hesitates.

         
         She could try to reach the front door, which he hasn’t locked yet. Knocked out by alcohol, he might not hear her.

         
         She could try to escape again.

         
         But where would she go? What would she do?

         
         You’re lucky I found you last time! Because if anyone else finds you, they’ll lock you up in an asylum.

         
         Her right hand kneads the piece of velvet, and she bites her tongue.

         
         You’ll be tied to a bed from morning to night, in a windowless room. That’s what they do with madwomen like you!

         
         Angélique descends another step and a sinister creak disturbs the night air. She stands still, holding her breath. Maréchal’s
            eyelids are still closed, but he’s stopped snoring.
         

         
         Another pause.

         
         They’ll give you lots of injections and electric shocks, too! You don’t know what that is? They put electrodes on your head
               and send electricity to your brain, that’s what they do to idiots like you!

         
         Angélique sits on the stairs again, watching the small screen where normal people are smiling. Free people.

         
         You’re so lucky to have me to look after you! Because I’d be better off without you. You’re costing me time and money. So,
               disobey me again, and I’ll take you to the asylum. And you’ll end up tied to a bed, I’m telling you!

         
         Maréchal opens his eyes, then closes them again. Angélique slowly ascends the stairs and shuts herself in her room.

         
         Or maybe they’ll put you in prison! They don’t know what to do with crazies like you, you know. Out there, people aren’t as kind as me—they’ll never accept you.

         
         She sits on her bed, facing the wall.

         
         What would they do with a nut like you, huh? Who can’t even say her own name!

         
         Around midnight, Maréchal’s heavy footsteps resonate on the stairs. He turns the key to lock his niece in, and then she hears
            the creaking of the bedsprings in the next room. Tonight, she can sleep easy; with the alcohol he’s knocked back tonight,
            he won’t be waking up anytime soon.
         

         
         She addresses a silent prayer to a divinity she’s invented for herself: Let him suffocate in his sleep. Even if I do end up
            in an asylum.
         

         
         She turns on her bedside lamp because, despite her fatigue, sleep refuses to come. What would she do if her wish were granted?
            What if he never wakes up? She’d starve to death in this room. That’s what she’d do. And she’d go off to the other world,
            the one where innocent people can walk in gardens. Where light and air are as soft as silk. The one where her mother surely
            waits for her.
         

         
         Yes, that’s what she’d do.

         
         She gets up and opens the window. Through the bars, a moon as thin as a saber cuts through the black cloak. It’s so cold out
            that Angélique must close it again in a hurry. On her way back to bed, she stops in front of the mirror on the wall. She slides
            her nightgown down to her ankles and does a quarter-turn to stand in profile. She runs a hand over her stomach, frowning.
         

         
         No doubt about it, her belly has grown slightly.

         
         She gets dressed, returns to the comforter, and hugs the pillow.

         
         Sure enough, her belly’s gotten rounder. And the monster’s going to get angry again. . . .
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         Léonard wakes up from a long nap and consults his watch. It’s four o’clock and Jorge won’t be home for another two hours.
            As for Mona, she’s on vacation until the New Year.
         

         
         Léonard is slowly recovering from his injuries. When his mother discovered the extent of the carnage, she almost passed out.
            She shut herself in her room, and he assumes she cried. Then she called in the doctor, and his visit seemed to reassure her,
            even though he did little except suggest that Léonard see a psychologist.
         

         
         Léonard gets up cautiously, so as not to tear the compresses that still cover the deepest wounds—the ones that were sewed
            up by the prison doctor. Two on the left thigh, one on the belly, and one on the torso, close to the shoulder. Ten stitches
            in all, and scars that will never go away.
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” joked Jorge, “they’ll make you look manly!”

         
         Tomorrow, the cast comes off and Léonard is looking forward to having the use of both arms. Before he puts on his T-shirt,
            he takes a good look at himself in the wardrobe mirror. For now, he finds nothing manly in the swollen, red-fringed scar tissue. He sits down in front of his desk, pushes off Arsène, who’s taken a seat there, and pulls his tourist guide to Scotland from the drawer. A bookmark leads him directly to the beginning of the chapter on the Highlands. Being careful not to damage the old book, he slowly turns the pages, enjoying these photos that he knows by heart. The awe-inspiring Forth Bridge; the Murray clan’s magnificent Blair Castle, with its white walls, its park complete with gigantic trees, among the tallest in Scotland, and its Hercules Garden. Balmoral; the ruins of Urquhart on the shores of the legendary Loch Ness. Stretches of purple heather as far as the eye can see; heavy-bellied clouds drooping over the hills of Glen Coe. The mysterious Abernethy Forest in the Cairngorms National Park, and Dog Falls, just before the river arrives at Glen Affric. 

         
         He has so many questions to ask Jorge, he’d love to put words and memories to these images that so fascinate him. But his
            brother isn’t much of a talker. When he comes home from work, he’s tired and pretty quiet. It will surely take time for the
            two of them to learn to communicate. They exchange smiles, glances, and things that go unsaid.
         

         
         Since Léonard got out of prison, he’s had a hard time talking, too. It was as if something were stuck in his throat.

         
         Mona called the school, and the principal told her that Léonard was expelled permanently. Given his age and poor academic
            record, no school in the region wants him. But his mother promises him she’ll find a solution, probably an apprenticeship
            or enrollment in an institution that teaches school dropouts a trade. A solution that comes with a price tag. But Mona assures
            him she has the means to shoulder this extra financial burden.
         

         
         As soon as he’s better, Léonard is determined to get back to work to pay the fine the judges imposed on his mother. But also
            to pay back what his friends loaned him. Victoria’s still away skiing, and he can’t wait to see her again. In the meantime,
            they exchange messages almost daily. But Hadrien hasn’t replied to any of his text messages. Léonard wants to believe there’s
            a problem with his cell phone.
         

         
         Léonard spends a lot of time sleeping, as if he were trying to escape reality. When he’s awake, he thinks of Nanosh and Achour.
            He also thinks of Kaan and his henchmen. What they did to him.
         

         
         He jumps every time his bedroom door opens. The high walls and watchtowers rise up before his open eyes. The barbed wire wraps around his body. It bites into his flesh, tears his skin. 

         
         And in his head, the sound of keys in locks and the slamming of gates resound ceaselessly in a hellish chorus.

         
         The nightmares, though, are the worst. They always feature being shut in between those stone walls, drowning in mud and total
            darkness.
         

         
         But now there’s something even more terrifying.

         
         There’s the blood, the screams, the fear that has turned to panic. There are those walls that keep getting taller until they
            reach the sky. There’s that feeling of suffocation, of abandonment, that extreme solitude.
         

         
         Sometimes it’s his own screams that wake him up and bring him back to reality, drenched in sweat, his heart clenched in dread.

         
          

         Around six, Léonard finally comes downstairs. Mona’s in the kitchen making dinner.

         
         “Did you sleep well, darling?”

         
         “Yes, Mom.”

         
         “Good, you need to rest.”

         
         Léonard takes a bottle of Coke from the fridge, fills a tall glass, and drinks it in one gulp. Mona wipes her hands on a tea
            towel and grabs a cigarette. Searching her coat pockets for a lighter, she comes across the piece of paper that Alexandre
            had given to her. She hesitates a moment, glancing at her son. Finally, she tucks the guard’s info away in a sideboard drawer.
            Better for Léonard to cut his ties with the prison. Talking to this man could reopen his wounds.
         

         
         “Why did Jorge go to Glen Affric?” her son asks suddenly.

         
         “It’s a long story,” his mother says evasively. “But maybe you could ask him to tell you?”

         
         “I will. If he doesn’t mind.”

         
         “You’ll see! After all, he’s best placed to answer your questions.”

         
         “And you knew he’d been back in France for a long time?”

         
         “Yes, Léo. I knew.”

         
         “Where was he?”

         
         “That, too, is for him to tell you.”

         
         “You knew he was in France, and you didn’t tell me?”

         
         “It’s complicated, my love. But I promise we’ll explain if Jorge is willing.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         “Well, here he comes now. . . .”

         
         The old beater pulls up in front of the house and Jorge pushes open the door. He kisses his mother, then his brother.

         
         “Doing good, Léo? Feeling better?”

         
         “Yes, I do feel better.”

         
         “We were just talking about you,” says Mona.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Léo has a lot of questions for you,” she says.

         
         “I see—what do you want to know?” he asks, staring at his brother.

         
         “Well . . . why you went to Scotland and what you did afterward. And why Mona didn’t tell me you were in France.”

         
         “That’s a lot of things to tell,” says Jorge. “Come on, sit down.”

         
         He settles down on the sofa and Léonard takes a seat in an armchair directly opposite him.

         
         “I warn you, it’s not a funny story,” says Jorge by way of preamble.

         
         “I don’t like funny stories.”

         
         “That’s good, brother.”

         
         Jorge and Mona exchange furtive, anxious glances.

         
         “I’d just turned seventeen when I met a girl called Sarah.”

         
         At the mere mention of the name, Mona’s face grows tense.

         
         “That’s a nice name,” says Léonard. “Was she a blond with blue eyes?”

         
         “No, a brunette with brown eyes. You prefer blonds with blue eyes, don’t you?” Jorge smiles.

         
         “Uh—yes,” admits Léonard.

         
         “We went to high school together, our senior year.”

         
         “Were you in love?”

         
         “We were . . . passionate about each other,” Jorge reflects. “We argued a lot, but always made up. And then at the start of
            summer vacation, she went to London to be an au pair. It upset me that she left, but she didn’t care how I felt. After a month
            apart, I really missed her a lot. So I went to join her in England.”
         

         
         “It was a Friday morning,” says Mona, coming over to her sons. “I remember it like it was yesterday—”

         
         “I left without telling my parents,” says Jorge.

         
         “You didn’t tell them?” exclaims Léonard, astonished.

         
         His brother sighs and lights a cigarette. “I’d just had an argument with Dad. A violent argument, you know? We came to blows,
            to tell you the truth.”
         

         
         “What does came to blows mean?”
         

         
         “It means they fought,” explains his mother. “I’m the one who separated them.”

         
         “Oh—so it was serious, then?”

         
         Jorge shrugs.

         
         “We argued a lot. We didn’t get along. He wanted me to learn his trade so that one day I could take over the company. And
            I wasn’t interested. I was young, I had my own dreams. Anyway, that day things got out of hand, and the next day I decided
            to join Sarah in London.”
         

         
         Jorge pauses for a while, trying to recapture his memories. It’s been a long time since he’s talked so much.

         
         “I arrived in this huge, unfamiliar city with next to nothing in my pockets. I had blown what little savings I had on the
            trip.”
         

         
         Mona sits a little apart, hanging on Jorge’s every word.

         
         “Sarah left me her address so we could write to each other, so I had no trouble finding her. But she wasn’t particularly happy to see me again because she . . . because she’d met a new guy in London,” explains Jorge. “I had come all those miles for nothing. She didn’t want me anymore.” 

         
         “Barely a month and she was already with someone else?” Léonard says in disbelief. “When she saw you, she should have left
            him for you!”
         

         
         “She didn’t. Anyway, I hung around London for a while because I didn’t have the money to get back to France. I met Scott,
            a nice guy in his twenties from Scotland. When he decided to go home, he invited me along. He said his father owned a pub
            in Inverness and would give me a job. Because the Scots love the French! He paid for my train ticket, and we headed north—”
         

         
         “Would you like a drink?” Mona suddenly asks. “You just got back from work, and you haven’t even had time to sit down for
            five minutes—how about a beer?”
         

         
         “Perfect, thank you.”

         
         Jorge crushes his cigarette in the ashtray and looks at Léonard with a tender smile. “Want to hear the rest?”

         
         “Yes! Of course I do!”

         
         “I worked in Inverness for two months. And then I left the pub and traveled around Scotland for a few weeks. When I ran out
            of dough, I stopped at Drumnadrochit. I worked in an old hotel called the Loch Ness Lodge Hotel. Inside, everything was covered
            in red-and-green tartan design! The floors, the armchairs, the bedspreads, the tablecloths—it was old-fashioned but very busy.
            There were tons of tourists there.”
         

         
         “I bet,” says Léonard. “They all want to see the monster!”

         
         “That’s right,” agrees Jorge, smiling. “But they’d better down a bunch of whiskey if they want to stand any chance of catching
            a glimpse of it!”
         

         
         “What did you do at the hotel?” asks Mona.

         
         “A little of everything,” he replies. “I tended the gardens and washed dishes. And sometimes I was an interpreter—”

         
         “What’s an interpreter?”
         

         
         “A translator for French tourists,” Jorge explains. “As the weeks went by, I made friends and got to know the region.”

         
         “Glen Affric’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

         
         “It’s beautiful, Léo. Almost magical. . . .”

         
         A long silence fills the room.

         
         “And then what?” asks Léonard impatiently.

         
         “One day, I bought a postcard and sent it to Mom. But you already know that, don’t you, Léo?”

         
         “Mona let me keep it, and I’ve been careful not to damage it,” Léonard hastens to point out.

         
         “You’re right, it’s a relic!” Jorge laughs.

         
         “But I can give it back if you want.”

         
         “No, Léo. It’s not mine, it’s Mom’s.”

         
         Suddenly, Jorge stands up and presses a hand to his brother’s shoulder. “I’m going to take a shower. I’ll tell you the rest
            tomorrow, okay?”
         

         
         Disappointment shows on Léonard’s face.

         
         “I promise,” adds his brother.

         
         “All right then,” says Léonard, resigned.

         
         Jorge grabs his coat and heads for the stairs. As he sets foot on the first step, he turns to his mother. “I should have sent
            you that card way sooner than I did,” he says. “I was such an asshole. . . .”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard lies in bed, but he’s not in his room. There’s no white ceiling above him, no walls around him. Aboard an elegant
            boat with a white mainsail and blue jib, Léonard sails the black waters of Loch Ness. Back on Highland soil, he climbs to
            the pointed summit of Ben A’an Mountain and takes in the breathtaking panorama of the Trossachs and Loch Katrine. The next
            moment, he watches the sun rise over the arch of Bow Fiddle Rock, before it sets behind Ben Lawers.
         

         
         Léonard has slipped into his brother’s skin, and all the pictures from his old tourist guidebook reach him through Jorge’s eyes. 

         
         Such sad eyes. So somber.

         
         Léonard wonders how anyone can carry so much melancholy in their heart after being in Glen Affric.

         
         Checking his watch, he sees it’s already midnight. He leaves his room and notices that the light is still on in Jorge’s room.
            He hesitates, then crosses the few yards separating them, and taps lightly on the door.
         

         
         “It’s me—Léo—can I come in?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Jorge is sitting on his bed, holding a book, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. It’s the first time Léonard has seen
            him almost naked. He takes in his lean, muscular body and notices a long scar on his shoulder and another on his stomach.
         

         
         “Sorry if I’m bothering you.”

         
         “What’s up, Léo?”

         
         “Nothing, it’s just that I can’t sleep, and I saw your light was on, too. But you don’t want to see me, do you?”

         
         “Come in,” says Jorge. “Have a seat.”

         
         Léonard sits down across from his brother on the unfolded couch.

         
         “Why can’t you sleep?” Jorge asks.

         
         “I don’t know. I keep thinking about stuff. And I wanted to say that I also have things to tell you.”

         
         “I can imagine.”

         
         “But I’m not sure you’ll believe what I’m about to say.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Because prison isn’t like here—”

         
         “I know, Léo.”

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “Wait until I tell you the end of my story and you’ll understand.”

         
         Léonard wonders what his brother is talking about. He doesn’t dare draw the obvious conclusion.

         
         “When I was in there, I made a promise to my friend Nanosh,” he goes on.

         
         “Who’s this Nanosh?”

         
         “He and I were in the same cell. He asked me to go to the cemetery and put flowers on his sister’s and mother’s grave. You
            see, his sister died, and he avenged her. That’s why he was in prison.”
         

         
         “I see,” says Jorge, lighting a cigarette.

         
         “And I told him I would, that I would take some flowers.”

         
         “That’s good,” agrees Jorge. “When does he get out?”

         
         With his right index finger, Léonard draws imaginary circles on the blanket. It’s as if he’s trying to write a mysterious
            message.
         

         
         “I’m not sure how I’m going to get to this cemetery, but a promise is a promise. That’s what Nanosh always said. And he also
            used to say, ‘Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?’” Léonard smiles.
         

         
         “He called you John?”

         
         “Yeah, because he said I was like John Coffey, you know, the big Black guy in the movie? And . . . and then when he died,
            his hand was in mine.”
         

         
         Jorge’s face darkens.

         
         “He died in front of you?”

         
         “Yes. At the bottom of the stairs. Valentin stuck a sharp piece of plastic right here,” says Léonard, placing a finger on
            his carotid artery.
         

         
         He turns his head to the window, trying to hold back his tears. “He didn’t deserve it, that’s for sure—”

         
         “So he meant a lot to you?”

         
         “Yes, he . . . he talked to me all night when we were on the block.”

         
         “You got sent to solitary?” murmurs Jorge, aghast.

         
         Léonard abruptly heads for the door.

         
         “You must want to sleep now. So I’ll tell you about it another day.”

         
         “Okay, but if you need to talk to me, don’t hesitate. All right?”

         
         “Okay, Jorge.”

         
         Léonard pushes down the door handle. Tears stream unchecked down his young face.

         
         “Léo?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge?”

         
         “We’ll go to the cemetery together, if you want.”

         
         “Thank you,” mutters Léonard. “I’m glad I finally found you.”

         
         “Me, too, brother.”

         
         Léonard leaves the room and Jorge opens the window. The cold grips him from head to toe. He knows that tonight, he’ll hear
            his brother screaming in his sleep. And he also knows that no matter what he does, he’ll never be able to save him from his
            nightmares.
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         Léonard waits for his brother to come home from work. He’s hoping for the rest of the story, burning with curiosity about
            why Jorge didn’t stay in Glen Affric—why he left that heaven on Earth.
         

         
         He paces back and forth in the dining room, looking out for the old blue Espace that Sacha has lent them. From time to time,
            he examines his arm, finally free of its fiberglass straitjacket, and thinks it looks thinner than his other one now.
         

         
         “My left arm lost weight!”

         
         “It’s nothing; it’s normal!” Mona smiles. “It’ll go back to the way it was, don’t worry.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “In a few days, I’m sure. What are you going to do next week when I go back to work?” worries his mother.

         
         “I think I’ll go see Sacha. See if he has a job for me.”

         
         “You’re not healed yet, so you can’t carry anything heavy.”

         
         Léonard frowns and plants himself in front of the window, still hoping his brother will be back soon. His cell phone vibrates,
            and he sees he’s gotten a long message from his friend Hadrien. A big smile transforms him. He presses a button, and the artificial
            voice reads him the text message. With each word, Léonard’s smile fades, turning finally into a grimace.
         

         
         His friend explains that his parents absolutely refuse to allow him to hang out with a delinquent just out of prison. That he’s had a serious argument with them, but they won’t budge.
         

         
         It drives me crazy, and it makes me sad, too. Really sad. Maybe they’ll change their minds soon. And don’t worry about the
               money. It’s a gift. Bye, buddy.

         
         Léonard throws his phone down on the couch. Mona takes his hand in hers.

         
         “I’m sorry, darling.”

         
         “D’you think Victoria won’t want to see me anymore, either?”

         
         “No, I’m sure she will,” his mother reassures him. “Anyway, it’s not that Hadrien doesn’t want to see you. It’s his parents’
            decision, not his. That means he’s still your friend, and sooner or later you’ll see each other again.”
         

         
         “I hope so, Mom.”

         
         A few minutes later, Léonard sees yellow headlights shining past the gate. Jorge is home. After giving his mother and brother
            a kiss, he pours himself a large glass of sparkling water.
         

         
         “How was your day?” asks Mona.

         
         “Fine. We unloaded three trucks. The usual routine.”

         
         “You must be exhausted, son!”

         
         “No, I’m fine, really. And you, Léo? Been playing the dormouse again?”

         
         Seeing his brother’s puzzled face, Jorge asks, “Get any sleep today?”

         
         “Yes, a little. When are we going to the cemetery?”

         
         “What cemetery?” asks Mona.

         
         “It’s a private thing,” says Jorge. “I’m off tomorrow afternoon, so we can go then, if you want.”

         
         “Okay. Will you tell me the rest of the story now?”

         
         Jorge realizes he can’t dodge the question any longer and exchanges a glance with Mona.

         
         “Okay, little brother, sit down.”
         

         
         Léonard settles into the armchair, ready to embark on the final leg of the journey. “Before I tell you what happened next, there’s something important I need to say: At the time, I had a friend, Thierry. My best friend.” 

         
         Léonard thinks of Hadrien and his heart twinges. He, too, had a friend.

         
         “We’d been buddies since elementary school. When I left for London, I told him—”

         
         “He knew?” murmurs Mona.

         
         “Yes, Mom. I called him the day I left. But I asked him not to tell you, and I guess he kept his word. While I was in Scotland,
            I called him several times—to check on you, to make sure you were all right.”
         

         
         “Did you think I could be okay not knowing whether my son was alive or dead?” Mona snaps.

         
         Uneasy, Léonard feels like he’s caught in a cross fire.

         
         “I told you, Mom. I’m sorry I didn’t write or call sooner.”

         
         “Still, I’m glad to hear you asked Thierry how we were doing,” Mona concedes.

         
         Jorge drinks his glass of water before continuing.

         
         “After almost a year in Scotland, I decided to head someplace else.”

         
         “But why didn’t you stay in Glen Affric?” asks Léonard, astonished.

         
         “I wanted to see other places. I crossed the Channel to Belgium and then traveled all over Europe—the Netherlands, Austria,
            Switzerland, Croatia, Italy. Six months later, after being away a year and a half, I came home.”
         

         
         “It was a Monday evening, December 21,” says Mona. “He didn’t tell us anything and we didn’t ask any questions. We were just
            so happy to see him again.”
         

         
         “Why did you come back?” asks Léonard.

         
         “Homesickness, probably. Plus, I wanted to see my parents again, to make up with them. That said, I didn’t know what kind
            of a welcome I would get from Joseph!”
         

         
         “What did he say?”

         
         “Nothing at all. He wasn’t much of a talker.”

         
         “I remember,” says Léonard.

         
         “How old were you when he died?”

         
         Léonard hesitates, so Mona answers for him. “He’d just turned seven and had been living with us for a little over a year.”

         
         “Mona found me in a ditch,” adds Léonard, lowering his eyes.

         
         “I know, Léo. . . . So I came back and wanted to go to college to study art history. But I couldn’t start in the middle of
            the year; I had to wait until the start of the next term. In the meantime I did a string of odd jobs to earn a living.”
         

         
         “Did you graduate high school?”

         
         “Yes, just before I left France.”

         
         “I’ll never graduate,” Léonard laments. “I’m too dumb.”

         
         “Don’t say that!” Mona says heatedly. “You’re not dumb; school is just difficult for you. That’s not the same thing. And it’s
            not your fault.”
         

         
         “Yeah, well, even so, I still won’t graduate.”

         
         “You can still have a life if you don’t graduate high school,” Jorge reassures him. “Want to hear the rest?”

         
         “Yes, of course.”

         
         “A few weeks after my return, I found out that Sarah had dumped her English boyfriend and been back in France for a long time.
            So I got back in touch with her. And as soon as we saw each other again, our love affair rekindled. I’d go so far as to say
            it took on a whole new dimension. It felt like we were more in love than before, that we had matured, that  . . .”
         

         
         Jorge feels like he can’t go on. He lights a cigarette, and Léonard sees that his hand is trembling slightly.

         
         “It . . . it was all good. We were in love, making plans. I’d landed a part-time job, so I had some money. Sarah was finishing
            her degree in real estate at university, but she also worked evenings and weekends.”
         

         
         His glass of water is empty. Mona refills it.

         
         “Thanks, Mom—”

         
         “Did she live in the village?” asks Léonard.

         
         “No, six miles from here, in Louvet.”

         
         “I know it.”

         
         “Just before summer, I thought it might be time to move in together. Leave the family nest to live our own lives.”

         
         Mona’s face gets more and more tense.

         
         “So I went looking for an apartment and found one here in Granviller. I paid the deposit—two months’ rent—and took out a small
            loan to buy some furniture. A month later, I had the keys to the apartment and everything that went with it. I told Sarah
            I had something to tell her, and she said, ‘Me, too.’ The next day, I drove her to the apartment and . . .”
         

         
         This time, Jorge has to stop. He crushes his butt in the ashtray and takes a deep breath before continuing.

         
         “She acted strange that day. For months, she’d been telling me that she wanted to leave her parents’ house and spread her
            wings, but she didn’t seem happy that I’d signed the lease on the apartment. She seemed . . . embarrassed. I pressured her,
            and she finally admitted she was in love with another man.”
         

         
         “Oh, shit,” Léonard mutters, putting a hand in front of his mouth.

         
         “She refused to tell me who the guy was, swore I didn’t know him. That night, I went crazy; I went into a black rage—I searched
            her bag; I looked at the messages in her phone, but I found nothing. And . . . and I slapped her.”
         

         
         “You shouldn’t hit girls! Mona, she always says you shouldn’t hit girls. And it’s something I’ve never done.”

         
         “You’re right, brother. But I lost my temper and acted like an idiot. When she left, I followed her. I wanted to know who
            had stolen her from me. And I found that it was Thierry, my best friend.”
         

         
         “Shit!” Léonard repeats.

         
         “The next day, Sarah went to the police station to make a statement.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Sarah went to tell the police that Jorge had slapped her,” explains Mona. “But she didn’t press charges.”

         
         “Okay,” says Léonard, nodding.

         
         “I found myself without a cent,” Jorge resumes. “Broke and alone. I had lost my girlfriend and my best friend—on the same
            day!”
         

         
         “Did you go talk to Thierry?”

         
         Jorge nods.

         
         “Yes, of course. I showed up at his house the next morning and he was horribly uncomfortable. We had a violent argument.”

         
         “Did you hit him as well?” his brother guesses.

         
         “Yes, we fought. Back then, I was very impulsive. I had a short fuse.”

         
         “Hitting him was fair enough,” decides Léonard.

         
         “Léo! I don’t want to hear you say things like that,” Mona scolds.

         
         “Sorry, Mom. But what he did sucks.”

         
         “There’s no justification for hitting someone. I’ve told you that before, haven’t I?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “We got into a fight and a neighbor saw us—I’m telling you this because it’s important for what happens next.”

         
         “All right. And then?”

         
         “Afterward, I cried for three days. I got drunk, I cried, I told the whole world to go to hell,” says Jorge. “I thought I’d
            hit rock bottom, but it was nothing compared to what happened the following week.”
         

         
         Preparing for the worst, Léonard sinks into the armchair and takes Mona’s hand. He holds it so tightly that she grimaces in
            pain.
         

         
         “The following week, Thierry and Sarah disappeared.”

         
         “Disappeared?”

         
         “Yes, disappeared. Their parents reported them missing. And even though they were over eighteen, the cops came to see me. You see, there was the statement Sarah had filed after I slapped her. And there was Thierry’s neighbor who saw us yelling and fighting. I told the police that I hadn’t heard from either of them and didn’t want to. The next day, a hiker found their bodies. They’d been murdered.” 

         
         Léonard’s gaze goes from his mother, who has tears in her eyes, to his brother, who struggles to keep his face impassive.

         
         “Their bodies were discovered in the forest near Louvet. The next morning, the uniforms burst in and took me to the police
            station for questioning. I was held in police custody for forty-eight hours. They took my fingerprints and matched them with
            some taken from the crime scene.”
         

         
         “Your fingerprints?”

         
         “Yes, on Sarah’s silver bracelet, her phone, and her handbag, which was next to her. It made sense to me, given that I’d gone
            through her bag the day we argued, looked through her phone, and grabbed her by the wrist.”
         

         
         “But if that was days before, why were your fingerprints still there?”

         
         “On some surfaces, fingerprints can remain for up to two weeks,” explains Jorge. “Especially on smooth surfaces like leather,
            glass, or metal—”
         

         
         “I didn’t know that,” says Léonard.

         
         “The police questioned me relentlessly for two days and two nights. The judge then put me in pretrial detention. I was in
            the same prison you ended up in, Léo.”
         

         
         Léonard is flabbergasted. He recalls the warden’s words the day after he arrived at the prison.

         
         “You got out the day I came in, right?”

         
         “That’s right, Léo.”

         
         Léonard shakes his head. “I can’t believe all this.”

         
         “I was charged with murder and rape.”

         
         “Rape?”

         
         “Sarah had been raped, then strangled with her purse strap. And Thierry had been beaten to death—total butchery. I got a twenty-two-year
            sentence and served sixteen years of it. I could have gotten life, but the jury must have considered it a crime of passion.”
         

         
         It takes Léonard more than a minute to regain his voice. A minute in which he remembers the remarks from certain classmates
            and villagers. Remembers the whisperings of his parents, before Joseph’s suicide.
         

         
         A minute in which he wakes up to the years of lies.

         
         When he turns to Mona, his eyes brim with sorrow and bitterness.

         
         “Mom, you knew he was in prison and you didn’t tell me?”

         
         “I’m sorry, my love, but . . . how could I tell you without causing you pain? I didn’t want you to come with me on the prison
            visits when I went to see Jorge. I . . . I thought you were too fragile to face that.”
         

         
         Léonard gets up and disappears up the stairs without a word. The next moment, Jorge and his mother hear the door to his room
            slam shut.
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         “Léo, answer me, please. . . .”

         
         Mona rests her forehead against the door. She doesn’t remember her son ever locking himself in his room.

         
         “Léo, please!”

         
         She hears footsteps on the stairs and sees Jorge coming up. He beckons her to join him at the end of the hall.

         
         “Where did you go?” she asks.

         
         “I needed some fresh air. Has he spoken to you?”

         
         “Not a word,” Mona whispers. “I mean, he’s been in his room for two hours.”

         
         “I guess it’s best to leave him alone. He has things to process.”

         
         “But what if he pulls another of those stunts? What if he cuts himself again? I think I heard him crying, but I’m not sure.
            I’m scared, Jorge—I’m afraid he’ll hurt himself like he did in prison!”
         

         
         “Does he have anything he could use to hurt himself in there?”

         
         “Yes, certainly. Scissors, a box cutter—”

         
         “You should have taken all that stuff out of his room!” Jorge snaps.

         
         “I didn’t think to!” whimpers his mother.

         
         She bursts into tears. Jorge hugs her. “I’ll deal with it,” he says. “Go downstairs and rest.”

         
         “What are you going to do?”

         
         “Whatever it takes. And whatever you hear, you stay out of it, okay? You let me handle it.”

         
         Mona hesitates.

         
         “Okay,” she says, finally. “Jorge, don’t be too hard on him.”

         
         “I don’t intend to be. But I have to make sure he’s safe.”

         
         She reluctantly heads downstairs. Jorge approaches the closed door and knocks twice.

         
         “Léo, it’s me. I’d like the two of us to talk.”

         
         He gets no answer, so he puts his ear to the door that separates them.

         
         “Léo, Mona’s very worried about you. At least tell me you’re okay.”

         
         The same heavy silence on the other side. Jorge sits down in the hallway.

         
         “You know,” he continues, “I was thinking we could visit Glen Affric together.”

         
         “You’re lying!”

         
         Jorge feels better hearing his brother’s voice, even if it is full of anger.

         
         “I’m not lying. We could take Mona—what do you think?”

         
         “You’re both liars!” spits Léonard.

         
         “No, Léo. Mona wanted to protect you, that’s all.”

         
         “Filthy liars!”

         
         Jorge sighs and wonders how long his patience will last. At what point will his nerves get the better of him? “You have no
            right to say that, Léo. I’ll say it again: We wanted to spare you, to protect you from the awful truth.”
         

         
         “Bastard!”

         
         “Easy, brother. Don’t swear at me, okay?”

         
         “You’re not my brother! And Mona, she’s not my mother!” shouts Léonard.

         
         “Mona is your mother,” Jorge shoots back firmly. “She adopted you—she’s your mother. And that means I’m your brother, whether
            you like it or not.”
         

         
         “You’re not my brother; you’re just a murderer!”

         
         The blow hits hard.

         
         “You think I’m guilty, huh? You think I killed Sarah and Thierry? You’re just like them, then—like the ones who sent you to
            prison.”
         

         
         “I’m not like them!”

         
         “In that case, open the door and listen to me.”

         
         “No. I don’t talk to murderers! I’m going to kill myself so you go back to prison!” cries Léonard.

         
         Jorge leaps to his feet. His patience has worn thin sooner than expected.

         
         “Stop this stupid talk!” he snaps. “I won’t go to prison if you kill yourself. You’ll just be dead, that’s all!”

         
         He slams his shoulder against the door. Nothing.

         
         “Okay, that’s enough. Open up right now!”

         
         With the second blow, the door panel bends under the impact but still holds up.

         
         “I’m going to kill myself!” threatens Léonard. “If you come in, I’ll kill myself!”

         
         On the third blow from his shoulder, the lock finally gives way and Jorge stumbles into the room. He manages to keep his balance
            but finds himself facing his brother, who’s holding a pocketknife in his right hand.
         

         
         “Put it down, Léo. Let’s you and I have a talk, okay?”

         
         “No. Get out of my room,” growls Léonard, staring at his older brother. “Or else—”

         
         “Or else what? You want to fight, do you?”

         
         “I’m stronger than you.”

         
         Jorge is seeing his brother in a new light. He’s never seen this look, this face. He no longer seems like a child. But his
            reddened eyes testify to the tears he’s shed.
         

         
         “Maybe,” Jorge concedes. “But I know you won’t hurt me.”

         
         “You don’t know me!”

         
         “Yes I do, Léo. I know you. Mona told me about you every time she came to visit me in prison.”

         
         “She didn’t come see me at all! Nobody came to visit me! I was all alone! All alone and left to die!”

         
         Tears well up in Léonard’s huge green eyes, and Jorge feels the pain deep in his chest. He knows how much his brother suffered
            in there. Suffering that could blow up in his face at any second.
         

         
         “Nobody gave a fuck about me!”

         
         “That’s not true, Léo. Mona wanted to visit you. She applied the day you went to prison, but it took the judge almost a month
            to grant her the permit. All she wanted was to come see you! Every day, every minute, she thought of you. If you knew how
            many times she cried—”
         

         
         “You’re lying again!”

         
         On the bed, Jorge notices the old postcard from Scotland, torn into three pieces. He suddenly feels like crying, too. He leans
            against the wall, keeping his brother in sight.
         

         
         “I can show you her application for a visitor’s permit. It has the date on it.”

         
         Léonard rocks from one foot to the other. His right hand still grips the handle of the pocketknife.

         
         “You’re just saying that because I can’t read!”

         
         Jorge regains his composure and struggles to find the right words. What can he say in the face of such distress and anger?
            The most urgent thing is to get the weapon away from Léonard. Jorge peels his back from the wall and moves slowly toward his
            brother, who takes a step back.
         

         
         “Don’t come any closer!”

         
         “Put the knife down, Léo. Don’t make me do anything I don’t want to do.”

         
         “If you move, I’ll . . . I’ll . . . I’ll kill you! And then I’ll kill myself!”

         
         Jorge crosses the invisible line and leaps on Léonard, grabbing his right wrist. He quickly bears the brunt of his brother’s Herculean strength, but Jorge knows how to disarm an opponent. The knife falls to the floor, and Jorge kicks it under the wardrobe. But he takes a punch to the face. It’s like being hit by a speeding train. He bounces off the wall, and Léonard throws himself at him, screaming. Jorge protects himself as best he can, taking blow after blow. Léonard now attacks like a pure force of anger, bitterness, and despair. He lashes out, crying the whole time. 

         
         “Stop it, Léo!”

         
         Alerted by the screams, Mona rushes in. She tries to intervene and takes a hit intended for her son. She collapses to the
            side and strikes her temple on the corner of the desk.
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         “Mom?”

         
         Léonard falls to his knees beside Mona. He takes her by the shoulders and gently shakes her.

         
         “Mom?” he repeats in a whisper.

         
         He lifts her arm. It feels like he’s holding a strip of cloth.

         
         “Mom!” he yells.

         
         For a while, he sits stunned in front of his mother’s unresponsive body. Then he turns his head and sees his brother lying
            on the floor next to the wall.
         

         
         He, too, is unresponsive.

         
         Slowly, he gets to his feet and holds his head in his powerful hands, as if he wants to crush it. “What have I done?”

         
         Suddenly, he’s sprinting. Down the hallway, down the staircase, through the living room, out the door. Through the yard swathed
            in darkness. He climbs the gate and cuts his thigh on one of the steel spikes before he leaps onto the road. By the light
            of the crescent moon, he sets off running toward the forest. Soon the pavement gives way to dirt and pebbles. Léonard speeds
            on, following the white trail in the starlight for hundreds and hundreds of yards, until he turns off and starts to climb
            the embankment.
         

         
         Breathless, he reaches his destination and rushes into his den, the thorny bushes tearing at his face and arms. His skull
            slams hard into the rock and he collapses on the dirt floor.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge comes to. His head pounds; he feels like he’s been through a shredder. When he stands up, he sees his mother’s body
            on the floor. He blinks a few times and the images cascade into his head.
         

         
         Léonard turning into a wild beast.

         
         Mona trying to stop him.

         
         Her fall, her head banging on the desk.

         
         Now he’s on his knees; the blood that drips from his forehead and cheek burns his eyes. He finally finds the strength to drag
            himself over to Mona. He takes her wrist in his hand, but he feels no pulse.
         

         
         “No!”

         
         He tries to calm his nerves. He places his index finger on his mother’s throat. At last, he feels her pulse, and his own heart
            starts up again. He grabs the pillow from the bed and places it under her neck. He gets to his feet, feels everything sway,
            and heads for the bathroom, holding on to the wall. Before he returns, he fills a glass with water. Then he kneels down beside
            Mona, gently running water over her eyelids and forehead.
         

         
         “Wake up!” he pleads. “Wake the fuck up!”

         
         He holds her wrist, checking that her heart’s still beating. Mona’s eyelids flutter and she lets out a groan of pain.

         
         “Can you hear me?” Jorge says, hoping against hope. “Say something!”

         
         His mother’s gaze slips away; her eyelids close. Her head tilts to one side and a trickle of blood escapes from her half-open
            lips.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Curled up on the ground, Léonard trembles like a skeletal leaf. He reaches out his right arm and feels around for a few seconds until his hand lands on the flashlight. He pulls it over and flicks the switch. The dim light draws evil shadows on the walls of his refuge. He starts to cry and whimper again. 

         
         “Mommy! Mommy!”

         
         At that moment, he wishes the boulder would fall on his head and bury him in the damp earth.

         
         “I didn’t mean to. . . . I didn’t mean to!”

         
         He’s so cold, his teeth begin to chatter. He sits against the wall of his cave, folds his legs, wraps his arms around his
            knees. Rocks back and forth.
         

         
         “9426 . . . 9426 . . . 9426 . . . 9426  . . .”

         
          

         The flashlight gives up the ghost just before dawn. Léonard huddles in the depths of his den. His green eyes are rimmed in
            scarlet, his eyelids puffy. His lips and hands are blue with cold. His right pant leg is soaked with blood, but the freezing
            temperature has numbed the pain.
         

         
         He looks down at his shredded fingers. Bitten to the quick.

         
         The dead flashlight lies at his feet.

         
         He stops rocking, as if misery has frozen him in place.

         
         “What have I done?”

         
         His voice is on the point of dying, his heart ready to give up.

         
         His strength draining away, he lets himself slump to the ground.

         
         Waiting for death.

         
         For punishment.

         
          

         Léonard opens one eye. High in the sky, the sun makes its way through the branches of the thorny grove into the cave.

         
         “Léo?”

         
         The voice must be the devil himself coming to get him. Except he’s not dead yet—or maybe he is.

         
         “Léonard?”

         
         The voice again, and then the sound of footsteps. The branches of the thicket part and light floods into his den.

         
         “Oh, my God, Léo . . .”

         
         Jorge kneels down beside his brother. He takes off his jacket and covers him with it.

         
         “Léo, can you hear me?”

         
         Jorge looks at his brother’s bloody leg, his shredded fingers, his lacerated face. Léonard starts to cry again and puts up
            his arms protectively, as if his brother were going to beat him.
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to hit her! I didn’t mean to—”

         
         “I know,” says Jorge. “Try to stand up.”

         
         “I didn’t mean to kill her!” whimpers his brother.

         
         “Mona’s fine. She’s in the hospital, but she’s okay.”

         
         “I didn’t mean to kill her! I didn’t do it on purpose!”

         
         “I’m telling you, she’s fine,” repeats Jorge. “Are you listening?”

         
         “I didn’t mean to kill her!” sobs Léonard. “And I don’t want to go back to prison! I’d rather die here!”

         
         “You’re not going to die or go back to prison. You’re coming home with me, okay?”
         

         
         Jorge strokes his brother’s face, then hugs him.

         
         “It’s okay, Léo. Mona isn’t dead and neither are you. Everything’s going to be fine.”

         
         “I didn’t mean to!”

         
         “I know, brother. We’re going home now.”

         
          

         Léonard leans on Jorge’s shoulder. The trail has never seemed so long and difficult.

         
         “I parked the car just past the barrier,” says Jorge. “Another couple hundred yards and we’ll be there.”

         
         “Are you sure she’s not dead?”

         
         For the tenth time, Jorge reassures him. Around a corner, they finally reach Sacha’s blue car. Jorge helps his brother into the passenger seat and gets behind the wheel. Exhausted, broken from head to toe, he grabs a bottle of water from the back seat and swallows several gulps before handing it to Léonard, who empties it. 

         
         Jorge turns the key in the ignition and the old beater begins to gobble up the bumpy track.

         
         “How did you know about my hiding place?” asks Léonard.

         
         “Mona was sure I’d find you there.”

         
         Léonard looks at his brother’s battered face, taking in his handiwork with disgust.

         
         “Mona said she fell. Do you understand, Léo?”

         
         “It’s because of me.”

         
         “Listen, this is important: Mona fell. If anyone asks, that’s what you have to say. Will you remember?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge.”

         
         A mile or so farther on, Jorge repeats, “If someone asks you about Mona, what do you say?”

         
         Léonard hesitates for a moment.

         
         “Léo?”

         
         “Mona fell. That’s what I’ll say.”
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         Angélique comes down the stairs, her uncle on her heels. She lights the stove while he sits in the kitchen, waiting to be
            served. As soon as the fire is lit, she starts making breakfast. Slice the bread, turn on the coffee maker—after she scalded
            him, Maréchal invested in a pod coffee maker.
         

         
         Place the butter and jam on the table. Don’t forget the cheese platter and two slices of ham. He’s always hungry in the morning.

         
         The appetite of an ogre.

         
         “Have you put on weight, or what?” he asks suddenly.

         
         Why all these questions when he knows she won’t answer? When she never speaks?

         
         “Yeah, you’ve gotten fat!”

         
         She brings him his coffee and sits down. It’s the only meal of the day when he lets her sit at the table with him. She runs
            a hand over her forehead, then suddenly rushes to the sink to throw up her meager meal.
         

         
         “Damn it!” Maréchal complains. “First thing in the morning, damn it!”

         
         She rinses her mouth at the tap and cleans the sink. When she stands up, her uncle is staring at her in horror. “Don’t tell
            me you’re fucking pregnant again?”
         

         
         Angélique stands by the counter, eyes downcast. Her uncle shakes his head.

         
         “Jesus Christ . . .”

         
         Drunk with rage, he stands up and his chair topples backward. Angélique expects the worst.

         
         The yelling, the blows.

         
         As if she were responsible for the thing growing in her belly.

         
         Maréchal grabs her by the arm and drags her upstairs. He throws her into her room. She lands on the floor as he locks her
            in. Ten minutes later, he leaves the house. He’s probably going to work off his anger outside. Just like the bad wine he drinks
            all day long. Through the window, she sees him swing his rifle onto the back seat of the car and drive into the forest. He’ll
            calm his nerves by shooting the first animal that crosses his path.
         

         
         She lies on the bed, puts both hands on her stomach. She remembers her first time she gave birth. Hours of pain in this squalid
            room, in complete solitude. When the baby wouldn’t come, Maréchal finally called a woman with white hair, dirty fingernails,
            and ancestral methods. My name is Rose, and I’ve delivered dozens of babies. After many hours of effort, the baby finally emerged from Angélique’s battered body, and its cries took the place of her
            own. The midwife cut the cord, washed the child, and laid him on the bed. While Rose stitched up her wounds, Angélique looked
            at this withered, reddened little body and wondered what she was going to do with it. What would become of him within the
            walls of this prison? She immediately thought he’d end up like Attila, the dog. That Maréchal would choke him or break his
            neck and bury him in the garden. And that it was probably for the best. That way, he wouldn’t suffer for long—unlike her.
         

         
         But once her work was done, Rose wrapped the child in a small blanket and took him away.
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         Jorge escorts Léonard into the kitchen and seats him on a chair.

         
         “Don’t move,” he orders.

         
         He goes up to the bathroom and comes down with disinfectant lotion, bandages, and cotton wool.

         
         “Take off your pants.”

         
         “Sorry, Jorge.”

         
         “Take off your pants so I can look at your leg.”

         
         Jorge looks at the wound, small but deep.

         
         “You might need a stitch,” he mumbles.

         
         “I did it on the gate.”

         
         Jorge carefully disinfects the wound before he covers it with a waterproof bandage. He then cleans his brother’s face and
            the wounds on his hands and arms. “What have you done to your fingers?”
         

         
         “I ate them.”

         
         Jorge sighs and finishes his task. He then fills the old aluminum coffeepot and places cups on the table. “Are you hungry?”

         
         “Where’s Mom?”

         
         “Did you already forget? She’s at the hospital, in the emergency room.”

         
         “When will she be back?”

         
         “I’ll call and find out.”

         
         He opens a cabinet, digs out a packet of cookies, and hands them to his brother. They share their breakfast in heavy silence. Then Jorge calls his own cell phone, which he gave to Mona when he left the emergency room. 

         
         She picks up on the second ring.

         
         “Mom, it’s me, Jorge—”

         
         “Did you find Léo?”

         
         “Yes, he was right where you said he’d be.”

         
         “Thank God!” Mona sighs. “Is he all right?”

         
         “A few scratches, but nothing serious. How about you?”

         
         “I’m okay, son. They’re keeping me under observation for a little longer, but I’ll be able to leave late this afternoon.”

         
         “Great. I’ll come get you then.”

         
         “Don’t leave Léo alone—”

         
         “He’ll be with me, don’t worry. You rest, now. And if you need anything, call me.”

         
         “Thanks, Jorge. Love you.”

         
         “Love you, too.”

         
         He hangs up, leans his head back, and closes his eyes. “Shit, I’m beat. . . .”

         
         “Was that Mom on the phone? How’s she doing?”

         
         “Better. She said she’s getting discharged from the hospital later today.”

         
         “I thought I’d killed her,” Léonard murmurs.

         
         His brother stares at him for a second and then looks down at his ravaged fingers. “I thought so, too,” snaps Jorge. “And
            I also thought you were going to kill me.”
         

         
         He rummages in a drawer before thrusting a sheet of paper under Léonard’s nose. “This is the visitation permit application
            Mona filed the day you went to prison. You can at least read the date, right?”
         

         
         Léonard says nothing.

         
         “As I explained to you last night, she received the judge’s authorization only two days before your trial. Even so, she requested a visit, but you were released before that could happen. Do you want to see the judge’s response?” 

         
         His brother shakes his head.

         
         “I’ve been advising Mona to tell you the truth about me for a long time, but she’s never dared. She was afraid it would traumatize
            you.”
         

         
         Across from him, the silence continues.

         
         “Anyway, you should never have picked up that knife. You shouldn’t have hit me. Or Mom, either.”

         
         “I didn’t mean to.”

         
         “Are you saying you didn’t hit me on purpose?” Jorge challenges him.

         
         Léonard rocks back and forth.

         
         “Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

         
         Léonard obeys.

         
         “I don’t want you to ever lay a hand on either of us again, do you understand?” Jorge hammers home.

         
         “Yes, Jorge.”

         
         “Stop looking down and look at me.”

         
         Léonard sees Jorge smiling at him sadly.

         
         “Anyway, you’ve got one hell of a right hook!”

         
         Slightly reassured by his smile, Léonard asks, “What’s one hell of a right hook?”
         

         
         Jorge punches him on the shoulder.

         
         “That’s one hell of a right hook.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge. I get it.”

         
         Léonard finishes his coffee and puts the cup in the sink. He rubs his shoulder where Jorge hit him.

         
         “I tore up the card,” he confesses sheepishly. “The postcard from Glen Affric.”

         
         “So I saw. Mona won’t be happy. All right, I need to sleep for an hour or two. And so should you. Because you look like shit!”

         
         “You, too!” Léonard laughs.

         
         “Now there’s a surprise! So take a shower and hit the sack, okay?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge.”

         
         “Then we’ll go to the cemetery.”

         
         “To the cemetery?”

         
         “Did you forget? You promised your friend Nanosh—”

         
         “If you’re tired, you should sleep.”

         
         “I promised you we’d go, so we’ll go. And then we’ll pick up Mona from the hospital.”

         
         “Thank you, Jorge.”

         
          

         After a shower, Léonard tidies up the devastation in his room. He picks up the pieces of the postcard and puts them on his
            desk. Jorge knocks on his door.
         

         
         “Can I come in?”

         
         He enters the room with a towel around his waist and hair still soaking wet.

         
         “You should get some sleep, Léo.”

         
         “Yes, but—what do I do about the postcard?”

         
         Jorge grabs the tape dispenser and sticks the three pieces back together.

         
         “Better than nothing, no?”

         
         “Better than nothing,” his brother agrees.

         
         “All right, can I sleep now?”

         
         Léonard nods, but Jorge is reluctant to leave the room. He remembers his mother’s plea. Don’t leave Léo alone.

         
         So he lies down on his brother’s bed and closes his eyes.

         
         “Are you going to sleep in here?”

         
         “The bed’s big enough for two, isn’t it?”

         
         Léonard comes and lies down beside him.

         
         “Jorge?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I’m sorry I called you a bastard and a liar. And a murderer.”

         
         “Yeah—”

         
         “And I also apologize for saying I was going to kill you.”

         
         Léonard turns his head. His brother has fallen asleep.

         
         *  *  *

         While Léonard waits outside, Jorge goes to the reception desk at the big cemetery. Seeing his battered face, the municipal
            worker recoils. “Can I help you, sir?”
         

         
         Jorge gives him Nanosh’s surname, and the employee searches for the plot.

         
         “Plot E—Aisle 23.”

         
         Jorge thanks the man and rejoins Léonard, who sits cradling a large cyclamen, an arrangement he picked out with the budget
            Jorge allocated.
         

         
         “Follow me,” orders Jorge.

         
         Léonard looks at the photos on some of the headstones, the fake flowers in faded colors. He lingers at a grave whose headstone
            is broken in two.
         

         
         “You coming?” asks Jorge impatiently. “Otherwise, we’ll be late getting to the hospital.”

         
         Léonard hurries to catch up with his brother. They’ve driven more than forty miles to get here and had lunch at a highway
            rest stop along the way.
         

         
         “Here we are,” says Jorge.

         
         They walk slowly down Aisle 23, looking for the right grave.

         
         “Gypsy graves usually stand out,” says Jorge. “We should be able to spot it quickly enough.”

         
         Nanosh’s family grave turns out to be modest. His first name has recently been added to the headstone, and the white flowers that accompanied him on his last journey lie dead on the grave. Léonard throws them into the nearest trash can, cleans the grave, and places the cyclamen on it. With his hands in his jeans pockets, he stands for a moment in front of the grave. 

         
         “You’re allowed to talk to him,” says Jorge.

         
         “He won’t be able to hear me.”

         
         “I won’t, either,” says Jorge, walking away.

         
         Léonard takes his hands out of his pockets.

         
         “Hi, Nanosh, it’s me—it’s John. You see, I kept my promise. My brother brought me. Because he came back. Well, he wasn’t really
            gone, but that’s too long a story. Next time, maybe, if we have time. I . . . I hope you like these flowers and that your
            sister and mother like them, too. I thought they were pretty. And . . . I know who killed you. It was Valentin. I thought
            you’d want to know in case he attacked you from behind. Well, I’ve got to go. But I’ll be back. Because a promise is a promise.
            I didn’t forget, huh? So goodbye, Nanosh, and . . . Latchira, hermano. See, I haven’t forgotten that, either.”
         

         
         Léonard takes a few steps away, then returns to the grave.

         
         “I wanted to tell you that I should have stopped Valentin.”

         
         Before joining Jorge, who’s waiting at the end of the path, Léonard dries his tears. They walk back along the path and this
            time, Léonard looks at his feet.
         

         
         “Do you think he heard me?” he asks as they walk through the gate.

         
         “I think he knew you’d come,” Jorge replies simply. “And that was important to him.”

         
         *  *  *

         On the drive, they don’t exchange a word. Jorge is at the wheel, Mona is in the passenger seat, and Léonard has taken refuge
            in the back.
         

         
         Forty-five minutes of silence, heavy with questions, blame, and guilt.

         
         When they arrive home, it’s pitch dark. Jorge turns the key, and Mona collapses on the couch. “I’d like a glass of water,” she says. 

         
         Frozen by the front door, Léonard doesn’t budge. He has an irresistible urge to rush upstairs and hide in his room. So it’s
            Jorge who brings Mona something to quench her thirst.
         

         
         “Come sit down, Léo,” she orders. “And you, too, Jorge.”

         
         Her two sons each sit in an armchair opposite her. Léonard stares at his damaged hands, not daring to look his mother in the
            eye.
         

         
         “Léonard, do you remember what I said to you in court, just before you were taken to prison?”

         
         Her son shakes his head.

         
         “I told you to talk to me, always talk to me. Do you remember now?”

         
         “Yes, Mom.”

         
         “So I’d like you to tell me what made you so angry last night. I’d like you to tell me everything.”

         
         Léonard doesn’t answer, unable to express his feelings. His mother tries to help him.

         
         “I heard you call us ‘filthy liars.’ You said I abandoned you in prison because I didn’t come to visit. Is that right?”

         
         “Yes,” he agrees in a small voice.

         
         “I never got permission to visit you. I made the request right away, but I didn’t get the authorization. Or, rather, I didn’t
            get it in time. It often takes a month, understand?”
         

         
         He nods.

         
         “I want you to know that I wanted to be close to you, but I couldn’t be. I know how much you suffered in prison. At least,
            I can imagine, because I’m your mother and I know you better than anyone.”
         

         
         “It’s true, Mom.”

         
         “As for the rest, I should have explained to you that Jorge was in prison all those years. I shouldn’t have kept it from you. Sometimes it’s hard to say things, Léo. I was afraid it would hurt you. Maybe I was wrong. But whatever my mistakes, you were wrong to hit your brother. You had no right to threaten him with a knife. And you had no right to threaten to kill yourself, either.” 

         
         Mona takes a sip of water. Léonard continues to stare at the floor.

         
         “Now, I’d like you to talk to Jorge and me. Tell us everything you want to say. Everything you want to say. Because talking’s better than hitting, don’t you think?”
         

         
         Léonard finally looks up. His tired green eyes flick from his brother to his mother. He opens his mouth, but still can’t put
            words to his emotions and pain.
         

         
         “I can’t tell you,” he murmurs. “I can’t talk like you or like Jorge. I don’t know how.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter what words you choose, son. I just wish you could express what you have to express by some means other
            than violence. I wish you could talk instead of hurting your brother, me, or yourself.”
         

         
         Léonard tries to concentrate. He’d like to share all the suffering he’s endured over the years. Tell them about the humiliation,
            the beatings, the fear, the shame. Confide in them about his distress and grief. His head is full of words, but he can’t put
            them together. He finally makes a pitiful attempt.
         

         
         “They told me they’d cut my throat if I didn’t pay. But I didn’t have any money.”

         
         “Who said that to you?” asks Jorge. “The guys who broke your arm?”

         
         “Yes. Kaan and his friends. Kaan was the boss. And I was nothing.”

         
         Mona’s hand tightens on the arm of the sofa. Without rushing him, she waits for Léonard to continue. And she listens.

         
         “I couldn’t save Nanosh. I couldn’t save anyone—and Achour, he jumped from the top of the walkway! He gave me a sign just
            before. Because he liked me. And then he jumped.”
         

         
         Another pause. Léonard clenches his jaw, and furrows crease his forehead. He starts biting his finger.

         
         “They call me retard,” he resumes suddenly. “They do it all the time. At recess or in the cafeteria. And on the bus, too.
            ‘Retard,’ they call me—but Nanosh, he said I was brave. . . . John was brave.”
         

         
         Even though she doesn’t understand everything, Mona listens religiously.

         
         “I know how to carry boxes. And furniture, too. But I don’t know how to read. The teacher said so. You can’t read. You can’t count. You don’t understand anything.”
         

         
         Jorge observes his younger brother, trying to put images to his few rambling words. Horrifying images. It’s been a long time
            since he’s felt such emotions.
         

         
         “I hit Kaan, because otherwise, he would have killed Nanosh. So I hit him. And Sohan, too, and Mickaël. It was three against
            one—and then they put me in solitary.”
         

         
         “How many days did you spend on the block?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Three days. They turned off the lights at night. But Nanosh, he talked to me through the wall. So I wouldn’t go crazy.”

         
         “He was your friend; he did the right thing,” says Jorge.

         
         “He was my friend, yes,” agrees Léonard. “He talked to me all night long.”

         
         “And when he died, you were very sad, weren’t you?” continues Jorge.

         
         “Yes, very sad. There was blood everywhere. It was all over my hands.”

         
         Mona’s eyes blur with tears, but Léonard doesn’t notice.

         
         “When I’m in my den, I’m fine. Because nobody can see me. Nobody can laugh at me.”

         
         Léonard looks up at his mother. “I didn’t mean to hit you.”

         
         “I know, my love.”

         
         “I was angry, that’s all. Because I could have gotten to know Jorge a long time ago. But I thought he was far away.”

         
         “I understand,” Mona assures him. “You regret all those wasted years when you could have talked to him and gotten to know
            him, right?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Then I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Léo. So sorry. I apologize for not telling you the truth.”

         
         Léonard can’t decide whether to run away or take refuge in his mother’s arms. Finally, he heads for the stairs and begins
            to climb them.
         

         
         “John was brave. But Léonard is scared all the time.”
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         Armed with a rag, Angélique dusts the dining room. Her uncle lies slumped on the sofa, watching TV. She opens the display
            case and starts taking out knickknacks, which she places on the table.
         

         
         “Make sure you don’t break anything!” growls Maréchal.

         
         Angélique knows how important all his old junk is to him. Various collections bequeathed by his father or amassed over time.
            A few pocket watches, a few pieces of silverware, but above all, hundreds of lead soldiers: medieval knights, light infantry,
            gunners, combat engineers, hussars, regiments on foot or on horseback. A diorama of the armistice in Rethondes; another of
            a Great War trench—a dozen shelves full to bursting. A strange hobby for a man who was exempted from military service. Angélique
            imagines that his passion may come from his name, Maréchal—Marshal.
         

         
         Several times a year, he tells her to dust these precious figurines. After emptying the display case, she cleans the shelves.
            Then, using a brush, she dusts each soldier, taking care not to break any musical instruments, bayonets, or flags. As she
            goes about her tedious task, she glances at the TV. The twenty-four-hour news channel is broadcasting a report on the disputed
            closure of a maternity hospital. Her uncle immediately switches to an old black-and-white film.
         

         
         Angélique’s mind wanders to the day Rose brought her son back while Maréchal was away. The baby was three months old, and the elderly woman explained to her how to feed him, change him, and put him to bed. She left him two bottles, a Moses basket, a few cans of formula, and a pack of diapers. Finally, she placed some cash on the table. Even though she knew Angélique had lost the power of speech, Rose had left her with a message for Maréchal: Tell your uncle I’m giving him back the money he gave me to make the kid disappear. Tell him I couldn’t.

         
         Then she put the child in Angélique’s arms before leaving and locking the door with the key always stashed on the porch.

         
         Angélique remembers that strange feeling. Alone in the house, she spent a long time contemplating this miniature being, a
            piece of her flesh that had become separated from her body. And when his huge green eyes locked on hers, she felt a sudden,
            ferocious urge to defend him come hell or high water.
         

         
         When Maréchal arrived home, he let his anger explode. After ranting and raving for several minutes, he decided they had to
            get rid of the kid; they couldn’t keep it. As if he were talking about a dog found on the street.
         

         
         When he tore the child from her arms, Angélique grabbed a knife and placed the blade against her own throat. Then she stared
            at her uncle without batting an eyelid—a determination that gave him pause.
         

         
         “You’re not capable of sticking that in your neck, you crazy bitch!” he spat.

         
         So Angélique pressed down on the handle of the knife and, as the blade penetrated her flesh, she continued staring straight
            into Maréchal’s eyes.
         

         
         “Do you want your lump of lard back?”
         

         
         He let go of the child, who crashed to the ground. His little skull hit the tiles hard, and he started screaming.

         
         “Since you want to keep it, you’d better pick it up and take care of it,” said Maréchal with a despicable smile. “And if it
            keeps bawling, I’ll shut it up. Got it?”
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         “What was prison like?” asks Victoria.

         
         “It was ugly,” Léonard replies.

         
         Victoria has stopped by for a quick visit, even though school vacation is over. “Two of my teachers are absent so I don’t
            have classes this afternoon,” she explains as Léonard opens the door.
         

         
         He’s home alone, as Mona has reluctantly returned to work. Léonard had to promise her he’d never hurt himself again. That
            he’d devote his time to fixing what needed fixing around the house, looking for odd jobs, or taking walks in the forest. He
            had to persuade her that she had nothing to worry about.
         

         
         “Did you see any real criminals?”

         
         “Yes, murderers. Who’d burned people alive and everything.”

         
         “Wow—that must have been really hard! And it’s so unfair that you got sent there! Jules and his clowns should have been in
            there, not you!”
         

         
         Victoria asks a thousand and one questions about prison, and Léonard does his best to answer them. He wants to tell her about
            his horrible nightmares but is afraid of scaring her away.
         

         
         “Have you seen Hadrien yet?” she suddenly asks.
         

         
         “No. His parents won’t let him come over anymore.”

         
         “Really? But why?”

         
         “Because they say I’m a delinquent. Or something like that.”
         

         
         “They’re so dumb!” Victoria rages. “Hadrien should just come over without their permission!”

         
         “He’s at boarding school during the week,” Léonard points out. “It’s a long way away.”

         
         “Oh, well, they’ll get over it eventually,” Victoria says.

         
         “I hope so. You know, Victoria, I wanted to tell you that I’m going to pay you back the money you lent me.”

         
         “Forget it!” she replies with a wave of her hand.
         

         
         “No, I want to pay you back.”

         
         “We can worry about that later. Léo—what’s that?” she asks, touching one of his scars with the tip of her index finger.

         
         Léonard hesitates.

         
         Without asking, she rolls up the sleeve of his T-shirt, revealing another scar. “How did you do that?”
         

         
         Victoria has caught him unawares, so he invents a great story starring a hero, a warrior alone against all comers.

         
         “It was Kaan.”

         
         “Who’s that?”

         
         “The murderer. He wanted money and I didn’t have any. He had a razor blade and he slashed me with it.”

         
         “Shit!”

         
         “Luckily, John helped me out. He’s a friend I made in prison. John was really brave. So John and I managed to beat Kaan.”

         
         “Good,” replies Victoria. “Well, I’d better get going if I’m going to catch the last bus and get home on time. Otherwise,
            my parents are going to kill me again!”
         

         
         She grabs her backpack from the end of the sofa and places a kiss on Léonard’s cheek.

         
         “I’ll walk down with you,” he says. “It’s dark, you shouldn’t be walking around on your own.”

         
         “Scared I’ll be attacked by a wild boar?” Victoria laughs.

         
         Forgetting to lock the door, Léonard leaves the house. The two of them set off down the road.

         
         “I can’t wait until I get a car,” says Léonard. “That way, we can go wherever we want.”

         
         “Just make sure it’s an environmentally friendly one.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         A terrible wind has picked up, slowing them down and chilling them to the bone. Léonard has always hated the wind. That invisible,
            devious enemy.
         

         
         “Animals are afraid of the wind. And I know why—”

         
         “I hope I don’t miss my bus,” Victoria says, worried.
         

         
         At the end of the road, they turn off toward the town’s main square. They see the school bus pull up, and a cluster of schoolchildren
            pile out.
         

         
         “There goes the last batch!” says Victoria.

         
         They keep moving. A group of kids is walking toward them. Even though they’re still a long way off, Léonard recognizes Jules’s
            voice. He’d know it anywhere. The voice that had terrorized him for months, for years. Despite himself, his heart begins to
            pound, and he slows his pace.
         

         
         “What d’you think you’re doing? Hurry up!” Victoria urges.

         
         The encounter is inevitable. Léonard clenches his fists. Jules is nothing compared to Kaan.

         
         When the little band is twenty yards away, Jules stops dead in his tracks.

         
         “Fuck, it’s the retard—it’s the retard, boys!”

         
         Now it’s Victoria’s turn to hesitate.

         
         “Stay calm, Léo,” she says in a low voice. “Ignore them. Pretend they’re not there.”

         
         She takes his hand in hers and feels her fingers caught in a viselike grip. Then she drags Léonard along in her wake. Only
            two or three yards to go.
         

         
         Two or three yards before the clash.

         
         “Did you get fucked up the ass in prison?” Jules says by way of a good evening. “Bet you enjoyed it!”

         
         Jérémy, Thomas, and Alban burst out laughing. Léonard stands still. The sworn enemies now face each other, like in a bad Western.

         
         A bad remake.

         
         “Come on, Léo,” begs Victoria. “They’re not worth it.”

         
         “Looks like she’s got a thing for jailbirds, that little slut!” jeers Jules.

         
         Léonard lets go of his friend’s hand and takes a step toward his old rival.

         
         “Don’t insult Victoria.”

         
         “I’ll insult who I want, retard!”

         
         “Come on!” urges Victoria. “He’s provoking you. He wants you to hit him so you go back to prison! Come on, don’t mess around!”

         
         Léonard doesn’t budge, continuing to face down his enemy.

         
         It’s called courage, John.

         
         At a loss, Victoria casts around for help. But apart from a shadow in the nearby parking lot, there’s no one around.

         
         “I could kill you if I wanted,” Léonard says flatly. “It’d be easy.”

         
         Imperceptibly, Jules takes a step back. Léonard has the same look in his eyes as the night when—

         
         “It’d be easy for me,” he repeats. “I could crush you like I crush a piece of shit.”

         
         “No, Léo!” groans Victoria. “Stop, don’t be an idiot!”

         
         “Yeah, don’t be an idiot,” advises Jules, taking another step back. “If you touch me, you’re going straight to prison, fuckface!
            And this time, you’ll never get out!”
         

         
         “Or they’ll put you in an asylum!” adds Thomas. “Along with all the other retards!”

         
         Suddenly, Léonard feels a hand on his shoulder. He turns, ready to strike, and his eyes fall on Jorge. His brother gently pushes him aside and pulls himself up to his full height in front of the middle schoolers. 

         
         “So, shitheads, you want to piss everyone off?”
         

         
         After a stunned silence, Jules pulls himself together.

         
         “Who’s this joker?”

         
         “Don’t recognize me? You were still in your dad’s balls when I went to prison.”

         
         Jules goes pale as Jorge flashes him a ferocious smile.

         
         “I’m the one who just served sixteen years in prison for a double murder. Mean anything to you? From the look on your face,
            I’d say you’ve guessed who I am!” Jorge laughs. “Léo’s my brother, and I don’t like people picking on him.”
         

         
         “Fuck your degenerate brother!” says Jules, defiantly.

         
         “Oh, really? You know, Léo could smash your face in, but I don’t want him to end up back in a cage. I, on the other hand,
            don’t mind going back. So you’re going to apologize to the young lady and my brother right now. Then you can take your little
            backpacks and your aborted fetus faces and go crying to mommy, okay?”
         

         
         Jules once again attempts to save face.

         
         “Fucking family of jailbirds!”

         
         Jorge brings his face close to Jules’s.

         
         “I’m waiting for your apology, Mr. Small Dick. And I want it now. Think you’re tough, four against one? The truth is, you’re
            just a bunch of snot-nosed brats shitting your pants. And you should go buy yourself some cojones while they’re still on sale.”
         

         
         “You’d never dare hit me!” shouts Jules.

         
         The other three are now silent, intimidated by their new adversary. His calm, collected tone. His unbelievably hard gaze and
            explicit smile. Like he’s about to devour them. And doing so would be a mere formality.
         

         
         “I dealt with a few hard men in prison. I put a good number in the hospital and a few in the cemetery. So a bunch of little shits like you? I’m in for a treat—who do I start with?” 

         
         Thomas is the first to weaken.

         
         “Okay then, we apologize!” he says.

         
         “Yeah, we’re sorry,” Jérémy echoes.

         
         Alban parrots his buddies, and the three of them move slightly away from the leader.

         
         “Now it’s your turn,” says Jorge, staring at Jules. “And hurry up, I’m running out of patience.”

         
         Jules realizes he won’t get any help from his accomplices and finally looks away, unable to hold Jorge’s gaze.

         
         “I’m sorry. Happy now?” he hisses with a stiff smirk.

         
         “You need to do better than that, dickhead. And stop laughing, or in three seconds you’ll be on your knees picking up your teeth.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” repeats Jules, wiping the smile from his face.

         
         “I didn’t quite hear that.”

         
         “I’m sorry, Léonard! And Victoria, I’m sorry, too.”
         

         
         “Good,” says Jorge. “Now, get out of here. And I don’t want to see you talking to my brother ever again. If you see him around,
            give him a wide berth. Is that clear, brats?”
         

         
         The teenagers nod and the group evaporates into the night as the regular bus heads up the main street.

         
         “And now I’ve missed my bus!” groans Victoria.

         
         “I’ll take you home,” says Jorge. “My car’s just over there.”

         
         “Thank you. That’s so kind of you! You work for my parents, don’t you?”

         
         “I work at your parents’ company,” Jorge corrects her.
         

         
         “And you’re the one who was convicted of crimes you didn’t commit?”

         
         Jorge sighs. “That’s right.”

         
         He turns to his brother. “As for you, next time you see them, make a detour. Unless you want another stint in prison. Understand?”
         

         
         “Yes, Jorge.”

         
         “And I don’t want Mona to know what happened this evening.”
         

         
         Léonard and Victoria nod in agreement.

         
         “I won’t say anything to my parents,” she promises. “That way, there’s no chance they can pass it on to your mother.”

         
         “Perfect.”

         
         “Anyway, bravo!” Victoria beams. “You scared the life out of those idiots!”

         
         “Come on, let’s go,” says Jorge.

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge smokes a cigarette on the doorstep. His head in the stars, he doesn’t hear his brother approaching.

         
         “Can I sit with you for a while?” asks Léonard.

         
         “Of course you can. Do you smoke, Lennie?” Jorge hands him his pack of Bensons.

         
         “From time to time—but Mona doesn’t know.”

         
         “She’s in the shower, so feel free!” Jorge smiles.

         
         Léonard lights his cigarette and sits down next to his brother.

         
         “Why did you call me Lennie?”
         

         
         “In English, it’s short for Léonard.”
         

         
         “I like it. I . . . I wanted to thank you for earlier. What you said to them and all that—”

         
         “You’re welcome. It was a pleasure to whup those little bastards’ asses!”

         
         “But you know, I could have—”

         
         “You couldn’t have done anything,” interrupts Jorge in a firm voice. “I mean, you could have smashed their faces in again. Your suspended sentence would lapse, and you’d get a new one. You’d spend more than a
            year in prison. Is that what you want?”
         

         
         “No, it’s not what I want.”

         
         “So you have to learn to ignore them. When you see them, cross the street. And when they insult you, you turn a deaf ear. Just
            despise them, because they’re despicable.”
         

         
         “Yes, Jorge.”
         

         
         “Plus, now they know you’re stronger than they are. They know, believe me.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge. You’re very strong, too.”

         
         Jorge shrugs.

         
         “Let’s just say I learned a few things when I was locked up. I learned how to scare people.”
         

         
         “Those guys you said you put in the cemetery—it isn’t true, is it?”
         

         
         “Are you sure you want to know?” warns Jorge.

         
         Léonard thinks for a moment before continuing. “Yes, I do want to know.”

         
         “The truth is, I killed a guy in prison.”
         

         
         Léonard feels his heart clench.

         
         “But were you tried for it?”

         
         “Whoever killed Nanosh, was he tried?”

         
         “No,” admits Léonard.

         
         “You see, prison is the perfect place to kill with no accountability,” says Jorge, crushing his cigarette butt in the ashtray.
         

         
         “Why did you do it?”
         

         
         “It was either him or me. I preferred it to be him. I killed a guy who was out to get me, and I’m not proud of it. I think
            about him every day—want to know something else?”
         

         
         Jorge’s eyes shine in the darkness like glowing embers.

         
         “No, Jorge, I don’t want to know any more.”
         

         
         They remain silent for a moment. Jorge remembers Mona’s words when she came out of the hospital, while Léonard was waiting
            in the car.
         

         
         If anything happens to me, promise me you’ll look after Léo.

         
         When he replied that nothing would happen to him, his mother insisted.

         
         Promise me, Jorge.

         
         I promise, Mom.

         
         “What I just told you, you keep to yourself, Lennie, okay?”

         
         “Of course, Jorge.”

         
         “And how are you holding up? You’re having nightmares, aren’t you?”

         
         “Yes, nightmares. All the time. How about you?”

         
         “Same.”

         
         Mona opens the door. Luckily, Léonard has just put out his cigarette.

         
         “What are you boys doing out in this cold?”

         
         “Nothing,” Jorge replies. “We were just chatting.”

         
         *  *  *

         In his bedroom, Léonard looks at his action figure on the desk. The masked hero, the one who dispenses justice. The one with
            the lightning bolt.
         

         
         The one who’s capable of killing.

         
         He wavers between admiration and hatred.

         
         If he’d never been in prison, he’d hate him. But he’s spent a month in the shadow of the walls, so he knows.

         
         He knows how that cursed place can change a man. Drive him crazy.

         
         He knows the wounds it inflicts are so deep they can never heal.

         
         He looks at his games, which he hasn’t touched since he got out of hell. It’s as if he has grown up in an instant. As if he’s
            forgotten what childhood is.
         

         
         He saw Nanosh die. He saw Achour die. He’d already seen Joseph die.

         
         “Maybe it’s too much,” he murmurs.
         

         
         He leaves his bed, opens the toy chest, and takes out the model airplane that he never finished. He looks at it for a moment
            before crushing it. Then he puts the debris in the trash can and lies back down.
         

         
         “Maybe it’s too much,” he repeats. Too dumb, too late. Too hard.
         

         
         He thinks about turning off the light, but in the end, he doesn’t.

         
         “Good night, John.”
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         Léonard hops out of the van and opens the rear doors. Sacha joins him and hands him a pair of gloves.

         
         “No need,” says Léonard.
         

         
         “Put them on,” orders Sacha, climbing into the van.

         
         This morning, Léonard is helping Sacha deliver a chest of drawers he restored.

         
         “First, we take out the marble,” he says.
         

         
         The heavy slab, protected by a cover, is leaning against the wall of the vehicle. Sacha gently pushes it toward the exit,
            and Léonard picks it up. Sacha barely has a chance to jump out of the van before his apprentice has the marble in his arms.
         

         
         Sacha sighs. “Wait for me!”

         
         “I can do it on my own.”

         
         Léonard goes through the gate, down several steps with the cumbersome load, then across a patio. One more step and he’s in
            the dining room, where a very chic lady waits.
         

         
         “Lean it against the wall,” says Sacha.

         
         Léonard obeys, while the customer looks on, mesmerized. They then move on to the chest of drawers and, while Sacha struggles,
            Léonard doesn’t break a sweat. They put the cabinet down inside, and Léonard places the marble slab on top. The customer pays
            Sacha and tips Léonard ten euros. He thanks her politely.
         

         
         “You’re damned strong, young man!” she says.

         
         “Nature made me this way, ma’am. That’s what my mother says.”
         

         
         They get back into the van and head for the village.

         
         “How are you doing, big guy?” asks Sacha.
         

         
         “I’m good.”

         
         “It wasn’t too hard in there, then?”

         
         “It was like prison.”

         
         “Meaning?”

         
         “Like a nightmare you think you’ll never wake up from.”
         

         
         “I see. . . . How are things with your brother?”

         
         Léonard turns to Sacha.

         
         “Did you know he was in prison?”
         

         
         Sacha hesitates for a second.

         
         “Yes. Everyone in the village knew. At least, those who’ve been around a while.”

         
         “I didn’t know.”

         
         “Listen, Léo, your mother asked me to keep quiet. She thought it best that you didn’t know.”

         
         “Yes, she explained. But I’m sad that they didn’t tell me.”

         
         “I understand, son. And I wouldn’t want you to be angry with me. I only followed your mother’s wishes. All right?”

         
         “Okay, Sacha. I’m not mad at you.”

         
         Sacha drives Léonard back to his house and gives him a twenty-euro bill.

         
         “Thanks for your help, Léo. The day after tomorrow, I have another delivery. You know, the sideboard I’ve almost finished—”
         

         
         “I’ll be there.”

         
         “It’s very heavy, I warn you. Maybe I should find a second muscleman?”

         
         “No need!” Léonard laughs.

         
         “All right. Bye, big guy.”

         
         “Goodbye, Sacha,” replies Léonard, slamming the car door.

         
         It’s noon and Léonard is hungry. Just as it does every day, his lunch sits in the fridge, and he merely has to heat it up in the microwave. After wolfing down his meal, he goes upstairs to his bedroom, where Arsène is fast asleep, sprawled out on the comforter. He undresses, puts his work clothes in the laundry basket, and takes a good look at himself in the mirror. He ignores the scars while he flexes his abs, pecs, and biceps. 

         
         You know, Léo could smash your face in! he says, pointing to an imaginary Jules. Four against one? I’m waiting for your apology, Mr. Small Dick! Aborted fetus faces . . .

         
         Léonard gazes at himself for a few more seconds. His impressive muscles have melted away, leaving only his sad green eyes
            rimmed with nightmares. His fear can be smelled a mile away. He grabs a clean T-shirt and slams the wardrobe door shut, waking
            the cat with a start.
         

         
         “Yeah, John’s going to smash your head in. That way, you’ll leave Léonard alone.”

         
         *  *  *

         Mona and Jorge return home around six to find Léonard watching TV.

         
         “Doing okay, sweetheart?”

         
         “Yes, Mom.”

         
         Léonard takes the thirty euros from his pocket and hands them to his mother.

         
         “It’s to save,” he says with a smile.

         
         “How did you earn that?” asks Jorge.

         
         “I helped Sacha deliver a chest of drawers. And I carried the marble by myself. It weighed at least a hundred pounds!”

         
         Jorge pulls an admiring face.

         
         “You can keep your money,” says Mona.
         

         
         “No, it’s for you.”

         
         “Thank you, son.”

         
         She slips the bills into a tin box and stashes it in one of the kitchen cabinets.

         
         “And the day after tomorrow, we deliver a sliding board.”

         
         “A what?”

         
         “It’s a big, heavy piece of furniture.”

         
         “A sideboard,” corrects Jorge.
         

         
         “Yeah, maybe.”

         
         Mona sits in one of the armchairs, holding her forehead in her hands.

         
         “Do you have a headache?” asks Léonard.
         

         
         “Just a slight one,” she says.

         
         “Is it because of me?”

         
         “No, my precious! Don’t worry—it’s just a headache, it’ll pass.”

         
         Jorge opens a drawer, finds a box of pills, and brings them to his mother.

         
         “No need,” she says.

         
         “The doctor said you should take them if you have a headache. So take them,” orders Jorge, handing her a glass of water.

         
         She obeys and swallows the pills with a grimace.

         
         “I’ll cook!” Léonard offers. “So you can rest.”

         
         Mona looks at her sons with a tender smile.

         
         “It’s true, I don’t feel like cooking tonight—but we could order a pizza. What do you say?”

         
         “Yeah!”

         
         “I’ll take care of it,” says Jorge, grabbing his cell phone.

         
         “I can eat a whole one all by myself,” Léonard points out. “And my favorite is pizza with plenty of cheese.”

         
         His brother gives him an amused look.

         
         “Will that be all?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge. Just plenty of cheese.”

         
         Jorge places the order, then hangs up. “I’m going to change,” he says, disappearing upstairs.

         
         Mona grabs the remote control and mutes the TV.

         
         “Léo, I need to talk to you about something,” she says.

         
         “What?”

         
         “I was thinking we should sell the house and move somewhere else.”

         
         Léonard stares at her anxiously.

         
         “But why?”

         
         “Because here in Granviller, almost everyone knows that Jorge was convicted and served time in prison. It’s hard for him, you know?”
         

         
         “They say bad things about him, don’t they?”

         
         “That’s right, darling. And then, in the village, there’s also Jules and his gang, and I’d rather you got away from those
            little jerks.”
         

         
         “They don’t bother me anymore,” claims Léonard. “I haven’t even seen them!”

         
         “That may be, but . . . I think we’d be better off away from this village,” insists Mona.

         
         “I don’t know,” Léonard answers. “Where would we go?”

         
         “Well, if we sell the house, we can buy an apartment in town.”

         
         “An apartment?” he says, disturbed.
         

         
         He thinks of his den, his beloved forest. He can’t imagine living in the middle of the city, in a four-room apartment with
            no yard. Just thinking about it makes him gasp for air.
         

         
         “I don’t want to live in an apartment,” he tells her.

         
         “You could get used to it. Because it’s more expensive to live in town than here,” explains Mona. “If we sell our house, we
            won’t have enough money to buy another one, son.”
         

         
         He shakes his head, visibly overwhelmed.

         
         “This is my home. It’s where I grew up!”

         
         “I understand, my angel. But promise me you’ll think about it, okay?”

         
         “All right,” says Léonard, nodding unconvincingly.

         
         At the top of the stairs, Jorge has missed none of the conversation. His hand tightens on the banister and his face contracts. He hears his brother’s voice downstairs. 

         
         “Moving into an apartment is like . . . it’s like going back to prison, Mom.”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge parks the old Espace halfway up on the sidewalk, turns on the hazard lights, and enters the pizzeria. The restaurant
            is almost deserted, with only two tables occupied. He goes to the counter, pays for his order, and waits a few moments.
         

         
         He leaves five minutes later carrying two pizzas. As he steps out of the restaurant, he sees a blue car with a flashing light
            on its roof parked behind his own.
         

         
         “Ah shit,” he mutters.

         
         Captain Solers gets out of the vehicle, accompanied by another officer.

         
         “Good evening,” he says smugly. “Your vehicle is badly parked.”

         
         The street is deserted, and Jorge cracks a smile.

         
         “Yes, sorry, I was just picking up my order.”

         
         “Registration, please.”

         
         “I left my wallet at home. I just brought enough to pay for the pizzas.”

         
         “So you’re driving without your registration?”

         
         “I left it at home,” repeats Jorge. “But I can go get it for you, if you want.”

         
         “Do you have proof of identity?”

         
         Jorge raises his eyes to the sky. “Don’t you recognize me, Captain?”
         

         
         “Do you have your ID?” asks the officer again.

         
         “No, it’s with the registration.”

         
         “In that case, I can’t let you go. You’ll have to come with us to the station to confirm your identity.”

         
         “This is a joke!”

         
         “Do I look like I’m joking?”

         
         “Fine, I’m going to call my mother and have her bring me my wallet, okay? That way, you can verify my identity.”
         

         
         “Please follow us.”
         

         
         “Don’t you have anything better to do?” asks Jorge.
         

         
         Solers places a hand on the butt of his gun.

         
         “Please follow us, sir.”
         

         
         Jorge tries to control his nerves. “If you let me call my mother, she’ll be here in three minutes with my ID and the car registration,
            Captain. Seems to me that would be simpler.”
         

         
         Solers nods to his subordinate, who approaches Jorge with a pair of handcuffs.

         
         “All right, I’ll follow you,” the young man gives in. “No need for the cuffs!”

         
         He takes the car key from his pocket and opens the door. “I’ll just get my phone and . . .”

         
         The officer pounces on him, slams him against the side of the car, and secures the cuffs around his wrists, under Solers’s
            mocking gaze.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge has been in the cell for about an hour, one of those cages in the basement of the station, with dirty windows and a
            foul smell. He sits on the bare concrete bench, his knees folded in front of him.
         

         
         Barely an hour in and already he’s having trouble breathing.

         
         Barely an hour in and already he wants to bang his head against the walls.

         
         It’s all a game. Solers wanted to have some fun, and Jorge was the ideal prey. He should have known that this sadist would
            look for the slightest pretext to lay into him. He should have had his papers on him.
         

         
         The officer who handcuffed him opens the cell and motions him to follow. Jorge takes his time getting up, as if to prove he’s in no hurry to leave, then follows behind the officer. Upstairs, the low-ranking officer leads him into Solers’s office. Mona is sitting across from the captain. 

         
         “I have the documents,” she says.

         
         “Thanks,” Jorge replies. “Can I go now?”

         
         “That just leaves the escape attempt,” says Solers.
         

         
         “What escape attempt? I just wanted to get my cell phone out of the car.”

         
         The captain sighs. “That’s not what it looked like to us.”

         
         “Not what it looked like? It looks to me like you—”

         
         “Stop, Jorge,” Mona cuts him off.

         
         She turns back to the officer. “Listen, sir, I brought you the documents; everything’s in order. And I don’t see why my son
            would try to run away when you know exactly who he is and where he lives.”
         

         
         “I didn’t recognize him!” sneers Solers.
         

         
         “You know, sir, when my son didn’t come home, I went down to the village and found his car in front of the pizzeria. I went
            in and had a very informative chat with the owner. He didn’t miss a detail of my son’s arrest, and he told me a story completely
            different from your version. He assured me that Jorge didn’t resist at all.”
         

         
         Solers’s subordinate looks away as the captain’s smile tightens.

         
         “But then, I guess it won’t be necessary for him to file a witness statement,” adds Mona, rising to her feet. “Since the matter
            is settled, isn’t it?”
         

         
         Solers likewise stands up and hands Mona an official document. “The fixed penalty for failure to produce vehicle registration,” he says. “It’s about the price of a pizza.”
         

         
          

         Mona parks the Clio in front of the restaurant, now closed for the evening as business has slowed to a halt.

         
         “I’m very sorry.”

         
         “Sorry for what?” asks Mona.
         

         
         “The pizzas are going to be cold!” Jorge smiles.
         

         
         His mother returns his smile. He places a kiss on her cheek, climbs out of the Clio, and gets into the old Espace. It doesn’t
            start right away, taking a few minutes to warm up. He realizes that Solers has all the power—or almost all the power—and that
            history could repeat itself. The ever-present fear of having his parole revoked and being sent back behind bars.
         

         
         Thank goodness for Mona. A woman who never gives up. Who will always defend him, whatever he does. Whatever he’s accused of
            doing.
         

         
         Five minutes later, he finally heads for home. He starts crying so hard he can’t see where he’s going. He stops in the middle
            of the road, hits the steering wheel several times, and wipes his tears away.
         

         
         Those tears that he can’t bear.

         
         Again, last night, he woke up crying. Pulled from his nightmare by his brother’s screams in the next room.

         
         Sometimes he thinks that if he’s to have any chance of healing, he has to leave, get away from this cursed place. But how
            could he leave Mona and Léo behind?
         

         
         This brother who he owes nothing, who he shares nothing with. No genes, no blood, no memories.

         
         So why does his heart clench when he hears him scream in the middle of the night? When he looks into those green eyes filled
            with deep distress, or when he sees the scars that prison has left on his skin?
         

         
         Why did he protect him from the boys who were humiliating him? Risking being summoned by the police for threatening them.

         
         Is he just doing this for his mother? Does he love this brother through Mona’s eyes?

         
         He sets off again and soon pulls the Espace up to the house. Léonard is waiting for him outside and comes to meet him. As
            soon as Jorge gets out of the car, his brother gives him a hug.
         

         
         “Are you crying?” Jorge asks, astonished.
         

         
         “I was afraid you weren’t coming back!”

         
         He puts his arm around his brother’s shoulders. “It’s okay, Léo, I’m here.”

         
         “If they’d kept you, I’d have come to get you. I’d definitely come get you!”

         
         Léonard looks at his brother as if to check that he’s in one piece. And what’s striking is that he looks at him with a genuine
            smile, the kind of sincerity Jorge has almost forgotten.
         

         
         “Would you really have come looking for me?”

         
         “You bet, Jorge. I’d be there.”
         

         
         “Then I feel reassured, Lennie.”
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         Jorge heads to the break room, near the changing rooms. It’s ten thirty and he’s taking his morning break. He pours himself
            a mug of coffee before he sits down. As he does, three of his co-workers move to the other end of the long table. They talk
            among themselves without paying any attention to him. Here, as elsewhere, Jorge remains an outcast. Someone who’s distrusted,
            at best. The ex-convict, the eternal murderer. Someone who’s very lucky to be tolerated at all.
         

         
         Since they found out who he is and where he’s been, most of the staff members have very much set him apart. They say hello,
            shake hands, but nothing more. Jorge acts as if he doesn’t care. What other choice does he have? Without this job, the judge
            could decide to send him back to prison.
         

         
         One of the men in the room is talking about a TV show he saw the night before. An episode of Bring in the Accused. The story of a killer who gets released after his first murder and commits another crime less than a year later. Without
            even looking at Jorge, the man talks about the failings of the justice system and its laxity.
         

         
         Those dumb judges—what if it was their kid who was killed?

         
         Jorge wonders if he’s invisible, if his co-worker has forgotten he’s there. Or if it’s just another provocation. He empties his cup into the sink and leaves the room. He has a few minutes left on his break, so he leaves the building and lights a cigarette. Jennyfer, an attractive employee in the electrical department, also comes out for a smoke. She asks him for a light, thanks him with a smile, then concentrates on her smartphone. Jorge invents a date with her. He imagines her milky skin against his, imagines his hands on her. He imagines her wanting him. 

         
         Imagines that he’s not completely finished, not dead yet.

         
         Women have always found him attractive. Now, they probably find him dangerous. And can you blame them?

         
         Suddenly, he gets the feeling that Jennyfer is discreetly taking photos of him. He crushes out his cigarette and pretends
            to head back inside the building. But as he passes Jennyfer, he stops. “Can I borrow your phone? I need to check something
            online, and I left mine in the changing room.”
         

         
         Embarrassed, Jennyfer hesitates. She casually tries to swipe something away, but Jorge snatches the phone from her hand.

         
         “Hey!”

         
         “Don’t worry, I’ll give it back,” he says calmly.

         
         Within seconds, any doubts he had are dispelled. She’s gotten three shots of him smoking.

         
         “Sorry,” murmurs Jennyfer. “Pressed the wrong button.”

         
         “You gotta be kidding me!” Jorge jeers. “You want to show your buddies the killer, don’t you? Do you think you’re at a zoo?
            Be careful not to get too close to the wild animals, you never know . . .”
         

         
         After deleting the photos, he gives her back her phone, and she takes refuge inside the building.

         
         Not dating material, then.

         
         *  *  *

         Slumped on the sofa, Léonard is bored. He turns off the TV and puts on his coat before he leaves the house. He sets off down the road, forgetting to lock the door, as usual. For a moment he hesitates between the village and the forest. Go see Sacha at work or take a walk? In the end, he decides to head to the village. At a brisk pace, he eats up the miles, hands in his pockets and eyes on the road. As it’s the early afternoon, in the middle of the week, there’s no risk of him running into Jules and his gang. 

         
         He crosses Granviller, which has been put to sleep by the bitter cold, and skirts the bar to reach the workshop. But the little
            sign that hangs in the window announces that Sacha is away. Disappointed, Léonard sits down on the low wall surrounding the
            café’s patio and waits, picking at the moss covering the stones. Without even noticing he’s doing it, he rocks back and forth.
            He can hear the chatter coming from the bar. And when he hears Mathieu, he stops rocking and listens.
         

         
         My daughter doesn’t want to go out anymore because she’s so afraid of being killed.

         
         It’s a disgrace that the police let him walk around the village as if nothing had happened!

         
         You’ll see; don’t come around crying when he kills another girl!

         
         Stop saying things like that, it’s bad luck—

         
         If I were the girl’s father, I’d take my rifle and settle the score!

         
         And you’d go to prison. It’s disgusting, but that’s the way it is.

         
         Léonard holds his hands against his ears and begins to rock to-and-fro again. “No, Jorge won’t kill another girl,” he murmurs.
            “Jorge is kind. . . .”
         

         
         Despite covering his ears, he can still hear them. He feels as if he has mud all over his face. “Jorge isn’t like that. He’s
            not. . . .”
         

         
         He takes his hands off his ears and listens intently.

         
         The whole family’s crazy, I’m telling you! A murderer and a degenerate. The shame of the village. We should burn down their
               old house and force them the hell out of here.

         
         If it burns down, best if they’re inside!

         
         Léonard leaps to his feet and goes to the glass door. His imposing shadow looms over the bar’s pale tiled floor, and the men suddenly fall silent. He enters, fists clenched, face contorted with anger. “If you burn my mother, I’ll kill you!” he shouts.
         

         
         The men leaning on the bar stare at him in amazement.

         
         “Calm down, young man,” orders the owner.
         

         
         “If you burn down my house, I’ll kill you!” he repeats.

         
         His big eyes shift from target to target.

         
         “Easy now,” says one of the men. “Why are you yelling like that? We weren’t talking about you or your mom, okay?”

         
         “I know you were talking about me and my mother—and my brother! I heard it all!”

         
         “Want me to call the police?” threatens the owner. “Want them to take you back to prison?”

         
         “In prison, I can defend myself! And you’d better not come to my house, because if you do, I’ll—”
         

         
         “Stop it, Léonard,” a familiar voice suddenly pleads.

         
         Sacha stands right behind him. He places a hand on Raymondi’s outstretched arm and forces him to lower it.

         
         “Calm down, big guy.”

         
         “They said that—”

         
         “I know what they said,” cuts in Sacha. “Go wait for me outside, I’ll be right there.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “Do as I say, Léo,” Sacha tells him in a firm voice. “Get out of here, I’ll take care of it.”
         

         
         Léonard gives the owner another evil look, then violently pushes open the bar door. The customers can breathe again.

         
         “He’s crazy, that kid!” says one of them.

         
         “No, he’s not crazy,” answers Sacha. “You, on the other hand, really are too stupid.”

         
         “Well, if that’s what you think, you better not set foot in here again!” snaps Raymondi. “Stay with the retard and drink your coffee somewhere else.” 

         
         “No problem,” Sacha replies. “Your swill is disgusting anyway—as disgusting as you.”
         

         
         Sacha leaves the bar and joins Léonard, who’s moping in front of the workshop.

         
         “Come on,” he says.

         
         They head inside and Sacha gets Léonard settled on a stool. His lips are trembling, his eyes wet with bitter tears.

         
         “Would you like a glass of water?”
         

         
         Léonard shakes his head.

         
         “Come on, tell me what happened.”

         
         “They said that Jorge was going to kill another girl and . . . and that our house should get burned down with us in it!” bellows
            Léonard.
         

         
         “Take it easy. Those guys are imbeciles! Pitiful imbeciles who spend their time speaking ill of others. It’s all they have
            to fill their days and make themselves feel important. But don’t worry, they’ll never come to your house and set it on fire.
            They wouldn’t be able to!”
         

         
         “I’ll be waiting for them!” exclaims Léonard.

         
         “I guarantee they won’t come bother you at home.”
         

         
         “John’s going to smash the shit out of them!”

         
         “Who’s this John?”

         
         “A guy I met in prison,” claims Léonard, lowering his voice.

         
         “No need to bother John over such a small matter,” Sacha says, smiling. “He probably has better things to do than deal with
            these losers, don’t you think?”
         

         
         Slightly calmer, Léonard nods.

         
         “Because that’s all they are—a bunch of losers. Get that through your head, big guy.”

         
         “You told me I had to learn to speak up for myself,” Léonard reminds him.

         
         “True. But it’s best that you never set foot in that place again, okay?”

         
         “Okay, Sacha. But all I did was answer them. And I can bother John whenever I want. And he’ll smash their faces in if I tell
            him to.”
         

         
         His eyes are still riveted on the bar door, as if he’s waiting for one of the customers to come out and pounce on him. Sacha
            regards him with concern. “You’ve changed, Léo.”
         

         
         “If I tell John, he could even kill them.”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge finishes unloading the truck, then gets out of the forklift and checks his watch: two hours to go. He heads behind the
            building and lights a Benson. The days are long, and this one is particularly so. Today he won’t be done until seven.
         

         
         “Hi . . .”

         
         It’s Jennyfer.

         
         “I’m sorry about this morning.”

         
         He remains silent, leaving her to her pitiful excuses.

         
         “But it’s not what you think,” she continues. “Got a light?”
         

         
         He takes the lighter out of his pocket and lights her cigarette.

         
         “I wanted to send the photos to my best friend, it’s true, but . . . it’s because I think you’re nice.”

         
         “Come on, I’m not an idiot!”

         
         She hesitates for a second before taking the plunge. “I told her about you—that I liked you. So she wanted to see what you
            looked like, that’s all.”
         

         
         “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”
         

         
         “No, why? I really do like you. Damn, this is embarrassing!”

         
         They look at each other for a moment and Jorge’s face suddenly softens.

         
         “I get off at seven,” he says. “What about you?”

         
         “Same.”

         
         “How about we get a drink?”

         
         “Uh . . . sure, sounds good!” Jennyfer agrees.

         
         “Perfect. See you later, then.”

         
          

         Jorge goes through the changing rooms and takes a shower before putting on clean clothes. Mona has already left hours ago,
            and he told her he would be late. She clearly wanted to question him but refrained from doing so, instead just wishing him
            a pleasant evening. Once dressed, Jorge greets Vincent who, as he often does, is working overtime. Outside, Jorge lights a
            cigarette and waits. One by one, the employees get in their cars and leave the parking lot. Jennyfer finally appears and shyly
            bids him good evening.
         

         
         “Want to take my car?” he asks.

         
         “Where are we going?”

         
         “We agreed to have a drink, didn’t we?”

         
         “I know a nice bar downtown. And, yes, let’s take your car. I took the bus this morning.”
         

         
         Just coming out of the building, Vincent gives them a black look. Jorge nods in response and places a hand on the young woman’s
            arm. They cross the parking lot, and Jennyfer pouts when she sees the old Espace.
         

         
         “Oh, your car’s vintage!”

         
         “It’s not mine,” explains Jorge. “Someone lent it to me until—”

         
         “Until what?”
         

         
         “Until the Ferrari I ordered gets delivered. The wait’s crazy long.” He sighs.
         

         
         She gives him a smile and climbs into the antique. They drive away from the premises and soon find themselves stuck in traffic
            in the shopping area.
         

         
         “Do you often take pictures of people without their permission?” asks Jorge.
         

         
         “No, never.”

         
         “Ah, so it’s just me, then! But next time you do something like that, be more discreet.”

         
         He senses Jennyfer’s embarrassment. He can even feel the fear tightening her throat.

         
         Fear and excitement.

         
         They finally emerge from the traffic jam and Jorge follows his passenger’s instructions. He finds a parking spot not far from
            a trendy downtown bar. They walk in, sit by the window, and order two beers.
         

         
         “How do you like the job?” she begins in an overly enthusiastic tone.

         
         Jorge takes his time answering. He knows it’s all fake. Her words, her smile, her every gesture. She’s playing a role and
            he’s trying to play his own.
         

         
         “It’s not great. But I need to work.”

         
         “I get it. And what did you do before you started working with us?”
         

         
         A smile appears on Jorge’s face.

         
         “I was in prison. But you already know that.”

         
         “No, I mean before prison.”

         
         “I was in Scotland, near Loch Ness.”
         

         
         “Really? What were you doing there?”

         
         “I was hunting the monster.”

         
         She laughs a little too hard while Jorge continues to smile.

         
         “And did you manage to kill it?”—she immediately regrets having uttered the forbidden word—“I mean, capture it?” she corrects,
            taking a sip of lager.
         

         
         “I’m a very good hunter. No prey escapes me,” asserts Jorge.

         
         Jennyfer nearly chokes on her beer. She puts her glass back down and pats her lips with her napkin.

         
         “Scotland’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she continues.

         
         “Magnificent.”

         
         “Did you wear a kilt?”

         
         “With nothing underneath, as tradition dictates.”

         
         She giggles again and Jorge wonders at what point he’ll put an end to this charade. Still, might as well make the pleasure
            last. Perhaps it’ll even take him beyond his wildest imaginings.
         

         
         “I’m hungry,” she says suddenly.
         

         
         “Me, too. It’s been sixteen years since I ate anything good.”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         Embarrassed again, Jennyfer fidgets with her paper napkin. He lets her go on digging a hole, enjoying the show. She calls
            the waiter over and asks for some tapas.
         

         
         “And so, you find me attractive?” continues Jorge.

         
         “Yes, I think you’re cute, nice—”

         
         “Cute?”

         
         He desperately wants to laugh but manages to hold back.

         
         “And what do you think of me?”

         
         “Astonishing.”

         
         Seeing her disappointment, he adds, “And very sexy.”

         
         This time, she blushes. The tapas arrive at just the right moment, providing a welcome diversion.

         
         “It’s good, want to try?” she says.

         
         Jorge picks up an empanada and gobbles it down in two bites.

         
         “Yeah, delicious. So how long have you worked for this company?”

         
         “Three years.”

         
         “Are you passionate about electricity?”

         
         “Of course not! It’s like it is for you. I need to work and there’s not much choice in the area.”

         
         “How old are you?”

         
         “Twenty-nine. You?”

         
         “Thirty-six.”

         
         “Mona told me she had a sixteen-year-old son—quite an age gap, huh?”

         
         “Léo isn’t really my brother. My mother adopted him while I was in prison.”

         
         “Ah, I see,” she says, reading a message on her phone.

         
         She swallows the last sip of her beer, takes the last anchovy-stuffed olive, and looks at her watch. Jorge calls the waiter
            back and orders two more beers and two plates of tapas.
         

         
         “Was it Mona who got you into the company?”

         
         “How did you guess?” Jorge smirks.

         
         “It’s good the boss agreed to hire you.”

         
         “You mean it’s good that he agreed to hire an ex-con on parole?”

         
         Jennyfer runs a hand through her hair and fiddles with her napkin again. “That’s . . . it’s not what I meant—”

         
         “That’s exactly what you meant.”
         

         
         He watches with undisguised pleasure as she digs her hole deeper and deeper.

         
         “Well, I mean, it’s good,” she says finally.

         
         She looks at her watch again and Jorge takes a bill from his wallet.

         
         “No, it’s fine, I’ll pay!” says Jennyfer.

         
         “Why? Is paying for a woman a thing of the past? Am I vintage, too?”
         

         
         “No, it’s not, but—”

         
         “But what?”

         
         He slips the bill under his glass, leaving a tip. “Ready to go?”

         
         “Where?” she stammers, like a deer in the headlights.

         
         “I’ll take you home. Unless you’d rather take the bus.”

         
         “No, of course not.”

         
         They leave the bar. Jorge lights a cigarette and offers her one. They smoke as they walk back to the car. She settles into
            the passenger seat and buckles her seat belt.
         

         
         “You okay? You look pale.”

         
         “I’m cold,” she claims.

         
         He turns up the heat and steps on the gas. At the first traffic light, he turns toward her. “Where am I going?”

         
         “Uh . . . it’s to the right, toward the church. In fact, you can drop me off in front of it and I’ll walk the rest of the
            way.”
         

         
         “It’s cold out, so best to minimize your walking, don’t you think?”

         
         “Well, yes. I just didn’t want you to go out of your way.”

         
         “Don’t worry, I have plenty of time. I have all night, if you want. . . .”

         
         He sees her eyes fill with terror and gives her a tight smile. The car passes the church and Jorge slows down.

         
         “Right or left?”

         
         “To the left!”

         
         He assumes that she lives to the right, but he turns in the direction indicated, which leads them into a poorly lit alley.

         
         “Creepy,” he says. “It looks like a cutthroat alley.”

         
         They reach a square, and Jennyfer asks him to turn right.

         
         “There, that’s the building! The one with the white front.”

         
         He stops the Espace next to the sidewalk. “That’s strange, I heard you say the other day that you lived in a house with a
            yard and a magnificent porch.”
         

         
         “Really? No, I . . .”

         
         She puts one hand on the door handle, hesitant about fleeing into a street where there is not a single passerby, not a single
            witness.
         

         
         “You know, Jenny, I’ll give you some friendly advice: Next time you’re in a car with a guy who scares the shit out of you,
            don’t ask him to drive you down a deserted street. It’s safer to ask him to stop in a crowded area. Smarter, too.”
         

         
         Her fingers tighten on the handle, and she gives up the fight, defeated.

         
         “So, how was it?” asks Jorge with a predatory grin.

         
         “What?” she murmurs.

         
         “What was it like, having a drink with a criminal and riding in his car?”

         
         She turns even paler, and Jorge wonders if she’s going to pass out.

         
         “I . . . I don’t know,” she stammers fearfully. “It’s not what you think.”

         
         “Don’t tire yourself out. Did you make a bet, or was it just because you thought it would be a turn-on?”

         
         “Neither,” she swears in a desperate tone.

         
         “So what the hell are you doing here with me?”

         
         “I told you; I like you.”

         
         “You like me? You want to fuck a murderer, don’t you? Not something you get to do every day, huh!”
         

         
         “Stop, now! It’s not funny!”

         
         “Actually, it’s laugh-out-loud funny. And do you know why it’s so funny? Because I’m not a murderer. I’m just a poor guy who
            was wrongly convicted of two murders he didn’t commit. A guy who did sixteen years in prison instead of someone else. A guy
            whose life has been completely destroyed. You don’t like me so much all of a sudden, do you? You think I’m less cute?”
         

         
         She contradicts him with a shake of the head.

         
         “But I don’t like being played with, Jenny. I prefer people who ignore me—or even those who just give me sidelong glances.
            At least it’s clearer. Because I was innocent when I went to prison, but I’m not innocent anymore. It could well be that I’ve
            become a little more dangerous.”
         

         
         She stares at the dashboard, unable to utter a word.

         
         “Tell me where you really live so I can take you home,” says Jorge. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you. Like bumping
            into the wrong person.”
         

         
         “It’s not far from here.”

         
         She shows him the way, and they exchange no more words.

         
         “Here,” she says suddenly. “The house with the black gate.”

         
         He stops the car again.

         
         “Good night, Jenny.”

         
         She hurries off. Jorge waits for her to enter the house before he drives away.

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard lies on his bed with his eyes open. He looks at his clock radio. It’s not that late. Barely ten o’clock.

         
         “He’s on his way home,” he murmurs. “He’ll be home soon, that’s for sure.”

         
         He bites his right thumb, tearing off little pieces of skin.

         
         “No need to worry, John. He’ll be back, he won’t abandon you.”

         
         He opens the window. Outside there is total silence, apart from the distant call of an owl. Disappointed, Léonard returns
            to the comforter.
         

         
         “Jorge isn’t like that. He won’t leave us, that’s for sure.”

         
         He reaches under his bed and pulls out the picture book. He looks at the drawings, strokes them with his fingers. Every three
            minutes, he checks the time, displayed in red on the radio’s black background.
         

         
         He hears scratching at his bedroom door and goes to open it. “Where have you been?” he asks sternly.

         
         Arsène replies with a hoarse mewl and climbs up onto the bed.

         
         “Move over,” orders Léonard, lying down next to the cat. “It’s my bed, too!”

         
         He strokes the furball for a long time, and his anxiety subsides as the seconds go by.

         
         “Jorge will be here soon, you know.”

         
         Another short meow.

         
         “It’s just that he had someone to see. Do you think it’s a girl? Like you, when you go away for three days? That must be it. . . .”

         
         When he hears the sound of an engine approaching, he holds his breath. And when the car enters the yard, his heart suddenly
            feels as light as a feather.
         

         
         “See, I told you he’d come home! That he wouldn’t leave us.”

         
         Soon, he hears discreet footsteps on the stairs and in the hallway. The door to the room across from his opens and then closes.

         
         “There he is now.”

         
         Within a minute, Léonard has fallen asleep next to the cat.
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         Angélique hangs the laundry outside while Maréchal watches from the porch. She washed the sheets today. She’d like to wash
            hers every time he comes into her room. She’d even like to burn them every time he dirties them with his smell, just as she’d
            like to burn her room, this house.
         

         
         This life.

         
         But Maréchal refuses to waste water and detergent.

         
         Once a month is more than enough. You think I’m Croesus?

         
         Her uncle is cheap, but he has enough money not to have to work. He managed to obtain guardianship of his niece and steal
            her inheritance.
         

         
         She looks at the little stone shed at the back of the garden and inevitably thinks of her son. She imagines how scared he
            must have been when his father locked him in there, often leaving him in the mud for days, hungry and thirsty. In fear and
            loneliness. From her bedroom, she could hear him cry like a wounded animal. Cries of despair.
         

         
         Sometimes it was a punishment; sometimes it was for no reason at all. Her uncle couldn’t stand their bond.

         
         When the baby was a year old, Angélique decided to give him a name. A name she would never utter, except in her head. She
            chose to name him Adam, after her late father, while Maréchal called him “the bawler,” “the moron,” and “the wood louse.”
         

         
         The young woman hangs the sheets slowly and deliberately, taking the chance to breathe in the outside air. Ever since she tried to escape, she’s hardly been allowed out of the house. He used to let her look after the rosebushes and geraniums. Now the garden resembles a wasteland, a lethal place where even nature hasn’t tried to reclaim its rights. 

         
         She picks up the laundry basket and returns to the house. Head held high, she strides past her uncle into the kitchen, where
            she’ll have to make lunch soon. Nausea sets in again and she runs to the bathroom. When she emerges, Maréchal fixes her with
            a look full of hatred. She returns to her work, her heart still heavy, and turns on the little transistor radio on the shelf.
            Above the sink, a barred window opens onto another part of the garden. The view extends as far as a gentle hill that has recently
            sprouted wind turbines. Angélique loves to watch these distant giants turning in the wind. She tells herself that one day,
            perhaps, she’ll be able to admire them up close and hear them stirring the air above her head.
         

         
         Suddenly, a scrawny young cat, black with yellow eyes, wanders into the alley and stops near a tree. Immediately, Angélique
            retrieves a piece of ham from the fridge, quietly opens the window, and throws the food in the animal’s direction. Frightened,
            the cat flees toward the fence. Patiently, the young woman waits for him to come and sniff the piece of meat. As soon as he’s
            eaten it, she throws him another. More confident now, the feline sticks around, hoping for more manna from heaven. Angélique
            places a third piece of ham and a saucer of milk on the windowsill before pushing back the shutters. After a brief hesitation,
            the hungry animal climbs up, squeezes between two bars and gobbles up its feast. When Angélique holds out her hand, he backs
            off and slowly returns.
         

         
         After ten minutes, she’s finally able to stroke him.

         
         Having baited her new friend, she decides to try her luck. She goes into the living room, where Maréchal is reading his newspaper.

         
         “What do you want?” he bellows.

         
         She gestures to him to follow her. As soon as he sees the cat, he understands.

         
         “No,” he says. “He stays outside.”

         
         The young woman runs to the door and struggles with the handle.

         
         “I said no,” repeats Maréchal. “Enough of your drama! I don’t want that filthy thing in my house.”
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         The month of January is drawing to a close, and a thin film of snow covers the area around the house. It’s still dark when
            Jorge climbs into the Espace. The old car struggles to come to life, but eventually obeys.
         

         
         He drives slowly along the icy road. Today is Mona’s day off and she’s still asleep, as is Léonard.

         
         On the two-lane highway, which has been salted overnight, he accelerates but remains cautious. He arrives at work just before
            seven in the morning and, after changing, helps himself to a coffee in the break room. Vincent and Ringeard are already there.
         

         
         “Do we have many deliveries today?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Yeah, quite a few!” replies Vincent. “We’ll be busy. Plus, one of the forklifts has broken down, dammit.”

         
         “We’ll manage,” says Jorge.

         
         They drink their coffee in silence, then Jorge leaves the room. Once in the storeroom, he realizes he’s left his gloves in
            his locker and turns back. He has to pass through the break room again on the way, and when he enters, Ringeard and Vincent
            are in the middle of a conversation. He gets the feeling he’s interrupting, so he ignores them and goes to retrieve his gloves
            before heading back to the storeroom.
         

         
         It’s a long, exhausting morning. One delivery follows another, and Jorge spares no effort. At noon, he takes his lunch break at a pizzeria in the shopping area with Quentin, the nicest of the forklift drivers. A simple, straightforward guy who doesn’t seem bothered by Jorge’s past. Most of the time, to save money, Jorge makes do with a sandwich, which he eats in the parking lot. Sometimes, he goes without lunch altogether. 

         
         “The boss was super pissed off this morning,” says Quentin.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yeah, I don’t know why, but he called in several department heads and Vincent, too.”

         
         “We’ll find out soon enough!” predicts Jorge. “As a rule, when the team leaders get slapped on the wrist, it always comes
            back to bite us in the ass!”
         

         
         They quickly finish their pizza and head back to work. Jorge climbs back on his forklift and continues bringing pallets to
            the huge storeroom.
         

         
         Around three, Vincent signals to him to stop the machine.

         
         “Take a break, the boss wants to see you.”

         
         Jorge cuts the ignition and takes off his gloves. He feels a slight tightness in his chest, but he remains impassive. He climbs
            the stairs to the management level, and when he enters Mr. Delambre’s office, he knows he’s in for a rough time. He shakes
            hands with the boss and sits down opposite him.
         

         
         “I’ve decided not to renew your trial period,” Delambre tells him.

         
         The blow to the head leaves Jorge stunned for several seconds.

         
         “Are you not satisfied with my work?”

         
         “No, I am,” says Delambre. “You’re one of my best drivers. You don’t count your hours or your efforts.”

         
         “In that case, why don’t you want to keep me?”

         
         Delambre looks both embarrassed and angry. “I have good reason to terminate your contract,” he says.

         
         “What reason?”

         
         “Since you arrived, we’ve noticed a series of thefts from the storeroom,” he says uneasily.

         
         Reeling from this second blow, Jorge grits his teeth.

         
         “And, of course, you think I’m responsible? It could only be me!”
         

         
         “No, I didn’t think that at all!” says Delambre defensively. “But, as I have a right to do under the law, I conducted an investigation.
            And everything points to you.”
         

         
         “I didn’t steal anything, sir,” insists Jorge. “What convinced you that I was the culprit?”

         
         “We cross-checked the days on which the thefts likely took place with the employees’ schedules. The thefts couldn’t have occurred
            at just any time of day. They happened when staffing levels were low. Between noon and two, in particular. And according to
            your colleagues, you often stay at the depot during your lunch break. But that’s not all. I’ve interviewed several of your
            co-workers, and some of their statements put you in the frame.”
         

         
         Jorge closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. He should have expected it.

         
         “What about the CCTV cameras?”

         
         “There are none in the storeroom or the parking lot—only on the shop floor and at the checkouts.”

         
         “I see. So it’s my word against everyone else’s. And the word of an ex-convict is worthless, as we all know!” spits the young
            man.
         

         
         “I didn’t say that. The purpose of this interview is to hear what you have to say.”

         
         “All I can tell you is that I didn’t steal anything,” Jorge repeats. “And that I would be a fool to do so, don’t you think?
            In my situation, while I’m still on probation and on parole, do you really think I’d be stupid enough to do something like
            that?”
         

         
         “Maybe you’re having financial trouble,” says Delambre.

         
         “Not at all,” says Jorge in a hard voice.

         
         “Mona has asked me for advances on her pay for the past two months. I can only conclude that your situation isn’t great.”

         
         Jorge purses his lips. He feels himself sinking into quicksand.

         
         “I didn’t know that. She didn’t tell me. I . . . I guess it’s because she wants to send my brother to a private school and it’s expensive. But I repeat, sir, I didn’t steal anything. If I lose this job, I could go back to prison, and you know it. You also know that I’d walk on my hands if you asked me to. Who’s accusing me? May I at least know that?” 

         
         “No,” says Delambre. “But you should know that three people claim to have seen you carrying things to your car.”

         
         Three people: Vincent, Ringeard, and—Jorge suspects—the real thief. The two team leaders must have caught someone red-handed
            and offered him a deal: Blame Jorge in exchange for their silence.
         

         
         He paces around the office, looking for the right words to defuse the situation.

         
         “Mr. Delambre, I am not the man you’re looking for. I didn’t steal anything from the storeroom or anywhere else. And if some
            people have pointed the finger at me, it’s because I’m the ideal culprit, once again. Because they think I have no business
            being among them. So, please, don’t let these people pull the wool over your eyes.”
         

         
         Delambre seems unconvinced.

         
         “Do you want to come to my house?” Jorge suggests. “I can show you the house and all the outbuildings, if you want! You won’t
            find anything from here, I can assure you.”
         

         
         “You may already have resold the items,” objects Delambre.

         
         “What items? What am I supposed to have stolen?”

         
         Delambre grabs a paper from his desk. It’s a list. “Makita, Einhell, and Ryobi tools—”

         
         “That kind of gear doesn’t sell in three days, for God’s sake! If I’d stolen it, it would be stored at my place.”

         
         “The fact that the items are not at your home is no proof,” says Delambre. “They could have been handed over to accomplices.”

         
         “Accomplices? What accomplices? Hardly anyone talks to me!”
         

         
         Delambre leans back in his chair and runs a hand over his three-day beard. “Why would your co-workers lie?” he asks.

         
         Jorge sits down across from him. “Because they think I’m guilty of two murders and they can’t deal with the fact that I’m out of prison. Because to them, I’m just a criminal and it pisses them off to see my face every day. That’s why!” 

         
         The boss shakes his head as if to dismiss Jorge’s arguments, which are beginning to unsettle him.

         
         “If you only knew how much I’ve had to put up with since I’ve been here.”

         
         “Like what?” asks Delambre.

         
         “Stuff like, You don’t sentence an innocent man to twenty years in prison. Or Those asshole judges are too lax. Would you like a few more? Everyone is convinced I’ll do it again. One of them even took pictures of me so she could show
            her friends what the murderer looks like.”
         

         
         Delambre sighs and crumples the list lightly between his fingers.

         
         “That’s to be expected,” he replies simply. “Such is human nature.”

         
         “Yes, but it doesn’t make me a thief, sir.”

         
         “Well, I haven’t told you everything,” continues Delambre. “One of the shop floor managers told me about a theft that took
            place this very morning. Two small portable tools. So what I’m proposing is to ask every employee to open the trunk of their
            car.”
         

         
         “Sounds like a good idea,” agrees Jorge.

         
         “Perfect. Would you come with me?”

         
         Jorge follows the boss to the storeroom. Delambre exchanges a few words with Vincent, who nods several times.

         
         “I’ll start with the forklift drivers,” says Vincent. “Since they spend the most time in the storeroom.”

         
         Vincent asks his subordinates to stop working, and they all gather around Delambre, who briefly explains the situation. He
            then turns to Vincent.
         

         
         “Is everyone who was here this morning still present this afternoon?”

         
         “No, Loïc’s not; he finished at two.”

         
         “Well, we’re going to open the trunks anyway, if nobody minds. . . .”

         
         None of the employees dares refuse, and the group migrates to the parking lot. Each employee opens their vehicle in turn.
            Trunk and side doors. Jorge is fourth in line. He unlocks the car, and Delambre inspects the Espace’s interior without getting
            in. Jorge lifts the tailgate; under the blanket that’s always in the trunk, he can make out two rectangular shapes.
         

         
         “Can you move that blanket?” asks Delambre.

         
         “I don’t fucking believe it,” mutters Jorge. “That stuff wasn’t in my car this morning—”

         
         “Move the blanket, please.”

         
         Jorge complies, and the stolen goods appear, still in their original packaging. After a heavy silence, Delambre speaks. “Well,
            I think we can stop here. Mr. Mathieu, would you please take what’s in your trunk and come to my office?”
         

         
         Jorge retrieves the equipment before violently slamming the tailgate.

         
         “My locker doesn’t lock,” he says.

         
         “We’ll see about that in my office,” says Delambre. “Vincent, please come with us. Everybody else, back to work. Thank you
            for your cooperation.”
         

         
         The forklift drivers return to the storeroom, while Vincent and Jorge follow Delambre to his office. Jorge decides to remain
            standing. He remembers Cisco’s words: You always fight better when you’re on your feet.

         
         “My locker doesn’t lock,” he repeats.

         
         Delambre questions Vincent with his eyes.

         
         “It’s true,” Vincent agrees. “The lock is broken. I was supposed to take care of it, but I haven’t had the time.”

         
         Delambre stares at Jorge again.

         
         “The stolen goods weren’t found in your locker.”

         
         “And just where do you think I leave my car keys?”

         
         Delambre raises his eyes to the sky. “So what? Did the thief take the key from your locker and open the trunk of your car
            to hide his ill-gotten gains?”
         

         
         “I can’t think of any other explanation,” Jorge says. “I didn’t leave my post this morning.”

         
         The boss turns to Vincent again. “Can you confirm this?”

         
         Vincent hesitates for a moment.

         
         “I wasn’t in the storeroom all morning,” he admits. “I had an appointment with the human resources manager at nine o’clock.”

         
         Jorge feels like breaking the desk in half.

         
         “Tell me, how would the thief know I was going to ask everyone to open their cars?” Delambre demands.

         
         “You’ve spoken to several people about these thefts, haven’t you? Just this morning! You interviewed several employees. And
            there’s no doubt that the real culprit is among them! So he must have thought—”
         

         
         “Stop!” interrupts Delambre firmly. “You’re going too far! I have no alternative but to terminate your trial period immediately.
            You’ll be paid for the days you worked in January. And—out of friendship for your mother—I won’t press charges. Get your things;
            I don’t want you on the premises another minute.”
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         Jorge empties his locker under Vincent’s supervision. Then he goes into the changing room to remove his coveralls. Quentin
            joins him, looking defeated.
         

         
         “What’s all this about?”

         
         “It’s the story of my life,” says Jorge. “Always the same: wrongly accused.”

         
         “But, what was in your trunk?”

         
         “Someone planted that stuff in my car, and it worked like a charm.”

         
         “Did they fire you?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Quentin puts a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, really. What are you going to do?”

         
         “Pray!” snaps Jorge. “Pray I can find another job before the judge sends me back to prison.”

         
         “Can he do that?”

         
         “He will do that.”
         

         
         “Fuck, that’s some shit.”

         
         They shake hands.

         
         “Good luck, Jorge.”

         
         “Thank you, Quentin.”

         
         Designated to escort him to the exit, Vincent is waiting in the break room. Jorge stares him straight in the eye, and the
            team leader finally bows his head. At that moment, Jorge knows he was involved in the plot.
         

         
         “Are you happy? Did you get what you wanted?”

         
         “I had nothing to do with it!” Vincent says defensively.

         
         “You could at least take some responsibility.”

         
         “You’re the one who’s been the asshole, so you’re the one who needs to take responsibility!”
         

         
         Jorge gets right up close to him. “I’ve heard that everything in life has to be paid for,” he murmurs.

         
         Vincent steps back before counterattacking.

         
         “You know all about that, don’t you?”

         
         “Watch your back, boss.”
         

         
         Jorge pushes open the door and Vincent follows, keeping his distance. They cross the storeroom, Jorge walking with his head
            held high. Vincent checks that Jorge gets into his car before returning to the building.
         

         
         Jorge sits behind the wheel for a while—distraught, stunned. Injustice runs through his veins again, and a deep bitterness
            turns his stomach. He starts the engine and heads for Granviller.
         

         
         How will he break the news to his mother? How will she handle this fresh blow?

         
         As the miles go by, hatred rises inside him, a dark, powerful wave. He wants to turn around and set fire to the warehouse.
            With the employees inside.
         

         
         All of them, without exception.

         
         Let them die. Every last one of them. . . .

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard is fast asleep on the couch. Mona watches him with a tender but worried gaze. Her son has changed. She knows how much
            prison has hurt him. But she doesn’t know whether the scars will stay with him long-term, or if he’ll be able to forget, to
            forgive.
         

         
         When she hears the Espace drive into the yard, she frowns and looks at the clock. It’s early; Jorge should still be at work.

         
         It takes Jorge a long time to get through the door, and as soon as she sees his face, Mona knows something’s happened. “Hello, son. Home already?” 

         
         “Yes. I need to talk to you.”

         
         Léonard opens one eye and smiles at the sight of his brother.

         
         “Hi, Lennie.”

         
         Jorge collapses into one of the armchairs and lights a cigarette.

         
         “What’s going on?” asks his mother.

         
         “I have some bad news. Very bad news indeed.”

         
         Mona’s hand tightens on the armrest. The shadow of prison looms over her once again.

         
         “Delambre fired me.”

         
         “What? No way! What did you do?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “Nothing? But . . .”

         
         Jorge gets up and grabs a bottle of rum from the bar. He pours himself a drink and stands by the fireplace. “There have been
            thefts at the company, and I’ve been accused.”
         

         
         After two sips of alcohol, he describes his day in detail.

         
         “It’s all a plot,” he says. “Perfectly orchestrated.”

         
         “Who could have done such a thing?” asks Mona.

         
         “Vincent, Ringeard—what do I know! A lot of them wanted me gone.”

         
         Mona paces up and down the room, while Léonard remains silent. He doesn’t quite understand the story of the tools that disappeared
            and reappeared in his brother’s car. He’s only aware that the situation is serious. Even if he doesn’t yet know quite how
            serious.
         

         
         “I’m going to talk to Delambre,” his mother decides.

         
         “No, it’s pointless.”

         
         “Pointless? But do you realize what we’re risking?”

         
         “Of course I realize!” exclaims Jorge, placing his empty glass on the mantelpiece.

         
         Mona grabs her coat and the keys to the Clio.

         
         “You’re wasting your time!” says Jorge. “He won’t go back on his decision.”

         
         “Yes, he will,” she affirms. “I’ve known him for years; he’ll listen to me.”

         
         Jorge protests, but his mother pays no heed.

         
         “Stay with Léo,” she orders.

         
         She leaves the house, climbs into her car, and drives off, pulling out onto the road at high speed. Snowflakes begin to fall
            again, and she turns on the windshield wipers. Her hands clench the icy steering wheel, a vise grips her temples, and shards
            of glass rattle around in her skull.
         

         
         This can’t be happening. They can’t send her son back to prison.

         
         She couldn’t bear it.

         
         The Clio leaves the village and moves onto the narrow county road. It’s snowing harder and harder, and Mona’s eyes hurt. Yet
            she’s driving fast. She veers off to the right to pick up the main road and, as she rounds the bend, the car’s rear wheels
            skid a little. Finally, a two-lane road. Mona speeds up again, in a hurry to get to her workplace.
         

         
         After a journey that seems interminable, she passes into town, where traffic slows because of the weather. Fifteen minutes
            later, she parks at the back of the materials depot and swipes her badge. She goes up to the offices and knocks on Delambre’s
            door. As soon as she enters, his face tenses. But he agrees to see her and sits her down across from him.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge stands in front of the living room window, looking out at the yard. He’s turned on the outdoor lighting and is watching
            the snowflakes whirl, moths trapped in an artificial light. He glances at his watch and sees that his mother’s been gone for
            two hours.
         

         
         “Do you think Mona will be back soon?”

         
         Jorge has almost forgotten his brother, who hasn’t moved a muscle since Mona left, as if he’s afraid to be a bother.

         
         “Yes, Lennie, she shouldn’t be long now.”

         
         “And you think she’ll have good news?”

         
         “I don’t know.” Jorge sighs, coming to sit next to his brother.

         
         “He’s nice, Mr. Delambre. He agreed that Victoria could keep seeing me even though I was in prison. So why did he do it?”

         
         “Because he had the wool pulled over his eyes by people who aren’t as nice as him,” says Jorge.

         
         “Wool pulled over his eyes?”
         

         
         “It means some people fooled him.”

         
         “Oh, but if we told him—”

         
         “I already told him,” Jorge cuts in. “I told him everything.”

         
         Léonard bites his nails.

         
         “And what happens if you’re out of a job?”

         
         “Well, I’ll have to hurry up and find another one, before the judge sends me back to prison.”

         
         Léonard’s eyes flash with terror. “You’re not going back there, are you?”

         
         “I’m going to do everything I can to avoid it,” says Jorge.

         
         “If they come looking for you, you could hide in my den! I’ll bring you food every day.”

         
         Jorge gives him a sad smile.

         
         “That’s an idea. But they’d find me eventually, don’t you think?”

         
         “No, no one can find you there. Nobody knows the den exists.”

         
         At that moment, they hear the Clio’s engine and exchange looks of hope and anguish. Mona comes in, her features drawn and
            her expression grim. Immediately they know she’s failed.
         

         
         “He didn’t want to hear a thing,” she says simply.

         
         She takes off her coat and hangs it on the peg by the door. She wobbles slightly as she pulls off her scarf. “We argued,” she adds in an exhausted voice. 

         
         “Thanks for trying,” says Jorge. “How are you? You look really pale—”

         
         “I’m tired. I’m . . . I’m sleepy, I think.”

         
         “Sleepy?”

         
         She teeters toward the kitchen, banging her hip against the table as if she doesn’t see it.

         
         “Mom, are you okay?” her sons ask in unison.

         
         “Yes,” murmurs Mona. “I’m all right, my darlings.”

         
         And with that, she collapses in the middle of the living room.
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         From her bedroom window, through the bars, Angélique contemplates the night. Thanks to the streetlight that faintly illuminates
            the road not far from their gate, she can admire the flakes swirling in the cold air. Tonight, she wonders what’s become of
            the child. If his huge green eyes are still open. If he’s still alive. If he’s grown up. Sometimes she thinks that one day
            he’ll appear at that gate. He’ll have become a man, a stronger one than his father. He’ll be able to crush him with his fists
            before freeing her and taking her away from here.
         

         
         But how would he find her? And how could he love her? What had she given him, after all? She’d fed him as best she could,
            washed his rags, had him caress pieces of velvet and silk. She’d even found him a cat he liked to snuggle up to. But she couldn’t
            protect him from the blows of the monster that sleeps in this lair. She couldn’t teach him to talk or smile.
         

         
         One day, he got up and took a few steps. He fell, rose immediately, and fell again. He didn’t cry or scream. He just persevered.

         
         Maréchal demanded that he never get under his feet. Angélique kept him close to her most of the time. They shared the same bed, the same shower.
         

         
         The same fear and loneliness.

         
         The bigger he got, the more Maréchal hated him.

         
         He’s as dumb as you are, that kid! As retarded as his mother!

         
         So he started locking him in the shed at the back of the garden. More and more often, for longer and longer.

         
         Angélique slips between the damp, cold sheets.

         
         Yes, maybe he’ll come and free her one day. Forgive her. To his scumbag father, he’ll be as menacing as a storm and as strong
            as a mountain.
         

         
         To her, sweet as an angel.

         
         He’ll destroy the monster and take her by the hand to deliver her from the darkness.
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         Plastic chairs, a small table piled high with old magazines, a TV on the wall with the sound muted. Léonard stares at the
            screen, as if stupefied by the images.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” worries Jorge.

         
         “No, I’m not. When are they going to tell us what’s wrong with her?”

         
         Jorge wishes he could give him an answer. He called the ambulance very quickly, but it took a long time to arrive. And just
            as much time to get Mona here. Her two sons followed in the Clio and found their mother had still not regained consciousness
            on arriving at the emergency room. They’ve been worried sick ever since the white coats took her away.
         

         
         More than two hours in this cramped waiting room that smells like wet dog.

         
         “D’you want to go home? I’ll take you home, if you want. And then I’ll come back.”

         
         “No, I’m staying with you,” Léonard declares. “What’s wrong with Mom? Do you think it’s serious?”

         
         Jorge stands up. “How about we get some fresh air?”

         
         “What if they come while we’re away?”

         
         “We’ll stand right in front of the entrance, so they can see us.”

         
         “Okay, then.”

         
         Outside, Jorge lights a cigarette and offers one to his brother.

         
         “If Mona comes out now, she’ll yell at us!” Léonard smiles, looking toward the swinging doors that all the stretchers disappear behind. 

         
         “If only she could come out now,” mutters Jorge.

         
         Léonard wonders what lies beyond this border that only nurses and stretcher-bearers can cross. He imagines tons of machines,
            endless beds lined up next to each other.
         

         
         “Why can’t we see her?”

         
         “That’s just the way it is. They don’t let families in.”

         
         “It’s not right!”

         
         “You’re right, Lennie, it’s not. But they probably prefer that we’re not there to watch what they do to the patients.”

         
         “Do you think they’re hurting her?” asks Léonard. “Because I’ll break down the door and go get Mona—”

         
         “You’re not going to break down anything. You’re going to wait quietly until they let us have her back, okay?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge. I’ll do whatever you say.”

         
         The snow continues to fall softly, and Jorge hopes they’ll be able to get home safely.

         
         Without a hitch and with Mona in the passenger seat.

         
         When they go back inside, Jorge tries his luck with the nurse at the reception desk. She agrees to see if there’s any news,
            and he waits, leaning against the counter. She reappears and assures him for the third time that a doctor will give them some
            information soon.
         

         
         He returns to his brother.

         
         “They’ll come tell us how she’s doing soon,” he says, not really believing it.

         
         Léonard bites his nails and rocks back and forth in his chair.

         
         “If they don’t come, I’ll break the door down—”

         
         “Calm down, Lennie.”

         
         A half hour later, a doctor finally calls them in.

         
         “Just one person,” says the doctor as the two brothers come forward.

         
         “I can’t leave him on his own,” replies Jorge in a firm tone.

         
         After a moment’s hesitation, the emergency doctor finally gives in. They pass through the imposing doors and down a long hallway
            cluttered with stretchers to a tiny office with a single chair.
         

         
         “Sit down, Lennie,” orders Jorge.

         
         His brother obeys, hanging on the doctor’s every word.

         
         “Your mother has had a stroke.”

         
         Jorge grips the back of the chair.

         
         “We’re still examining her, but her condition is . . . concerning.”

         
         The word concerning means nothing to Léonard, who casts a desperate glance in the direction of his older brother.
         

         
         “Has she woken up?”

         
         “No. She’s in a coma. And she’s just been transferred to neurological intensive care.”

         
         “Can we see her?”

         
         “Not at the moment. My advice is to go home and come back tomorrow morning.”

         
         “Where’s Mom?” Léonard suddenly asks.

         
         “They’re keeping her here overnight,” explains Jorge.

         
         “But I don’t want her to stay here!” Léonard says, getting up.

         
         “Relax, Lennie.”

         
         The doctor takes a step back, worried at seeing this colossus towering over him. Hesitantly, he hands Jorge a piece of paper.

         
         “You can call the neurological department whenever you want to check on your mother’s condition. Call anytime.”

         
         “Okay,” says Jorge, pocketing the paper.

         
         He turns to his brother and gives him a reassuring smile.

         
         “Will you wait for me in the hall? Just outside the door.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Do as I say, Lennie. And don’t move. You wait for me, okay?”

         
         Léonard drags his feet and disappears.

         
         “Tell me what’s going on, doctor,” pleads Jorge in a low voice. “What’s really going on.”
         

         
         “As I told you, her condition is serious.”

         
         “Will she wake up?”

         
         “We don’t know yet. Above all, we don’t know if she’ll recover fully. Don’t hesitate to call neurology to find out how she’s
            doing. All the best, sir.”
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         At five in the morning, Jorge goes down to the kitchen to make coffee. While the machine heats up, he calls the hospital.
            He had asked for news two hours earlier but hadn’t learned much. She was stable, nothing more.
         

         
         A nurse from the neurology department answers.

         
         “Your mother is still in intensive care, sir.”

         
         “Is she conscious?”

         
         “No, she’s still in a coma. You can meet the doctor in the morning, if you wish.”

         
         “Of course I wish! And will I be able to see my mother?”

         
         “The neurologist will decide.”

         
         After a few polite formalities, Jorge hangs up. He remains motionless for a moment in the middle of the kitchen.

         
         “Is Mom coming back?”

         
         His brother stands in a T-shirt and boxer shorts at the other side of the counter, his hair a mess and his eyes tired.

         
         “Come and sit down, Lennie.”

         
         Léonard takes a seat, and Jorge places a cup of coffee in front of him. “Awake already?”

         
         “I can’t sleep,” says Léonard.

         
         “Neither can I.”

         
         “I’m afraid Mona won’t be coming back. What did the doctor say?”

         
         Jorge lights a cigarette, takes a sip of strong coffee.

         
         “Do you know what a stroke is?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Jorge explains. A blocked or broken artery in the brain. Blood no longer circulates, or it leaks out.

         
         “In Mom’s case, it’s a hemorrhage,” he says.

         
         “It sounds serious.”

         
         “It is serious, Lennie. But sometimes, people recover.”

         
         “Sometimes?”

         
         “We don’t know enough for the moment, but we’ll find out more this morning. Around nine, we can go to the hospital and meet
            the doctor looking after her.”
         

         
         “Okay, Jorge. It’s all my fault—when I pushed her and she hit her head.”

         
         “I don’t think so, Lennie.”

         
         “Yes, it’s my fault! I’m the one who damaged her brain. I’m always forgetting everything because I got hit on the head. That’s
            what the doctor said.”
         

         
         “What doctor?”

         
         “Mona used to take me to see him, a long time ago. He said I had . . . cerebral lessons, or something like that. And that
            it was because I’d been hit on the head when I was a baby. Well, he wasn’t sure, but . . .”
         

         
         Jorge regards him with sadness and compassion.

         
         “Do you think Mona will become stupid, like me?”

         
         “You know she wouldn’t like to hear you talk like that!” Jorge lectures. “You’re not stupid. And she won’t be, either.”

         
         “Even though she got hit on the head?”

         
         “You should try to get some sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”

         
         “I’m afraid of nightmares. I’d rather not sleep. I’d rather stay with you.”

         
         *  *  *

         Waiting, again and always.

         
         Jorge and Léonard arrive at the hospital around nine and are asked to wait in a section of the hallway lined with plastic
            seats.
         

         
         At ten o’clock, Mona’s cell phone rings. Jorge takes it out of his pocket and sees Delambre on the screen.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         Delambre, surprised to hear a male voice, hesitates for a moment.

         
         “Hello, this is François Delambre. Is that Jorge?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Mona hasn’t shown up and I wanted to know if—”

         
         “My mother won’t be coming to work today. She won’t be coming for a while, in fact. She’s in the hospital, in intensive care.”

         
         “Oh, my God—what happened?”

         
         “She had a stroke last night. Right after your conversation,” Jorge says scathingly. “I think she couldn’t stand the idea
            that I might go back to prison because I’d lost my job, even though I hadn’t stolen anything.”
         

         
         “I’m . . . I’m sorry,” stammers the boss. “Is she conscious?”

         
         “No, she’s in a coma. I’m waiting for the doctor to come see my brother and me so we can find out more. All I know is that
            her condition is serious.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Delambre says again. “I’ll . . . I’ll call you later to see how she’s doing—if that’s okay.”

         
         “I’ll send you her doctor’s note for her absence. Good day, sir.”
         

         
         Jorge puts the phone away just as the neurologist arrives. The consultation takes place standing in the hallway. Léonard doesn’t
            understand much of the jargon, but he nods occasionally. He looks at his brother—whose face is darkening, word by word—and
            begins to realize the gravity of the situation.
         

         
         “You can see her today,” concludes the doctor. “But it’ll be from behind a glass window for now.”

         
         Ten minutes later, a nurse takes them to their mother. She’s in a partially glazed cubicle, alone amid an armada of machines,
            needles, and tubes. One of the tubes goes into her mouth. Her chest rises at regular intervals.
         

         
         Léonard feels his heart split in two. “Mommy . . .”

         
         With tears in his eyes, Jorge puts a hand on his brother’s shoulder.

         
         “She’s strong,” he says in a broken voice. “She’s strong; she’ll wake up.”

         
         “We can’t leave her here, not like this!” Léonard exclaims. “I’m going to take her and—”

         
         “No, Lennie. She needs these machines to breathe. If you take her home, she’ll die.”

         
         “Die?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie. Without the tubes, without the IVs, she won’t survive.”

         
         Tears flood Léonard’s face. He presses his hands against the glass and calls to Mona.

         
         “Mom!” he yells.

         
         “Lennie, calm down, please!”

         
         But Léonard starts banging on the glass panel, and Jorge has to try to restrain him.

         
         “Lennie, please listen to me. We’ll get her out of there as soon as we can,” he promises. “In the meantime, she has to stay
            here, otherwise she’ll die, do you understand?”
         

         
         Léonard stops punching and Jorge pulls him close.

         
         “I’m here, Lennie. I’m here. . . .”

         
         Two nurses come running from the end of the hallway.

         
         “What’s going on here? You can’t be shouting like that!”

         
         Jorge stops them with a wave of his hand. “It’s okay, he’s calmed down. Give him a few minutes and he’ll be fine.”

         
         The nurses gaze in horror at the giant who has managed to crack the cubicle window and now stands sobbing loudly in his brother’s
            arms.
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         The black cat with the yellow eyes has taken up residence in the garden. Every day, between chores, Angélique leaves food
            for him on the windowsill. That way, she can pet him, feel his animal warmth come into contact with her own. He’s become her
            new friend.
         

         
         Her only friend.

         
         She tells herself he’s lost, just like her. But at least he’s free to come and go as he pleases. If she managed to escape,
            would she survive? Because if she joined the world of men, she’d end up in an asylum. Maréchal keeps telling her that.
         

         
         When she was younger, he sometimes took her with him to the village. He held her hand, like you’d hold a bag, and pretended
            to be a model surrogate father.
         

         
         What courage you have, Mr. Maréchal.

         
         What a tragic story.

         
         Doesn’t the little one speak?

         
         Maréchal has finished his lunch and Angélique is doing the dishes, watching the cat sleeping in the sun on the cold grass.
            The snow has melted, but temperatures are still cold. At least he has a full stomach.
         

         
         She hears a car approaching the house and sees her uncle head for the door. Hardly anyone ever comes to see them. When Rose
            gets out and approaches the porch, Angélique shivers. She finishes washing the silverware and wipes her hands on a tea towel.
         

         
         The old woman enters the house. Maréchal locks the door.

         
         “How far along is she?”

         
         “I don’t know,” he replies.

         
         He grabs Angélique by the arm and drags her into the living room. Rose lifts the young woman’s sweater and examines her belly.

         
         “At least three months,” she says. “Probably four.”

         
         “And?”

         
         Angélique pushes the woman away and pulls her sweater back down.

         
         “If she doesn’t want me to, I won’t be able to do it.”

         
         “What if I hold her down?”

         
         Rose makes a horrible grimace. “Really difficult,” she says.

         
         Maréchal then turns to his niece. “She’s going to get rid of the baby,” he announces. “You can’t keep it.”

         
         Angélique angrily shakes her head and puts her hands over her belly. Her uncle thinks for a moment, then continues. “If you’re
            nice, I’ll let the cat in the house. He can even sleep with you.”
         

         
         Angélique stares at him warily.

         
         “It’s true!” he swears. “You can pet him as much as you like if you let Rose do her job. You’ll feel better afterward, that’s
            for sure.”
         

         
         His niece, incredulous, moves farther away from the midwife.

         
         “Let me be very clear,” says Maréchal. “If you give us any trouble, I’ll kill the cat. Get it, you crazy bitch? I’ll crush
            his head and make you eat it for breakfast!”
         

         
         Angélique’s lips begin to tremble, her eyes flash, and the old woman takes her gently by the elbow.

         
         “Come on, dear, let’s go up to your room. I’ll make it quick and easy; you’ll see. You’ll hardly feel a thing. . . .”
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         “Can I talk to her?” whispers Léonard.

         
         “Of course,” replies Jorge.

         
         “Do you think she’ll hear me?”

         
         “I’m sure of it.”

         
         Mona has been transferred to a room but remains on life support. A camera linked to the nurses’ desk monitors her around the
            clock.
         

         
         Léonard kneels by the bed. “Am I allowed to touch her?”

         
         “Yes. But watch out for the IVs and tubes.”

         
         Léonard takes his mother’s hand in his own. “Mom, it’s me, it’s Léo. I’m here and so is Jorge—look!”

         
         He turns his head toward his brother, flashing him a heartbreakingly innocent smile.

         
         “This is the first time the doctors have let us get close to you. But before, I could see you behind the glass. I even broke
            it!”
         

         
         Jorge sits in an armchair, gazing at his mother’s body. Her face is soft, relaxed, as if worries, sorrows, and regrets can
            no longer reach the place where she’s taken refuge.
         

         
         “Mom, you have to stop sleeping like this,” Léonard gently reproaches her. “If you open your eyes, I promise  . . .”

         
         He racks his brains to find the magic words, the pledge that can bring his mother back to life.

         
         “I swear I’ll never do anything to make you angry again. And Jorge feels the same. We’ll be so happy if you wake up; we’ll
            be really, really good! Right, Jorge?”
         

         
         He turns back to his brother, who nods at this empty promise.

         
         “I’m going to get some fresh air,” he says. “You stay here and take care of her, okay?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge.”

         
         The young man walks through the long halls and stops in the nurses’ office. One of them agrees to keep an eye on the room,
            and especially on Léonard. Jorge goes down to the first floor before exiting the building. He sits down on a low wall in front
            of the door.
         

         
         In this parking lot, Jorge stops trying to keep it together.

         
         He hasn’t cried like this in a long time.

         
         Like a child.

         
         Cries, because Mona isn’t going to wake up, he’s sure of it.

         
         Cries, because he’s never felt so alone.

         
         Cries, because the heavy burden of looking after Léonard now rests on him—and not just until Léonard comes of age.

         
         Because his brother will never be independent. He’ll always need him.

         
         This morning, he met with the sentencing judge again. In view of the situation, the magistrate agreed to grant him additional
            time to find another job. Agreed to give him a chance to show he was capable of looking after his brother.
         

         
         If he fails, Léonard will be placed in an institution, and he’ll go back to prison.

         
         Jorge wipes away his tears and dials a number on his cell phone.

         
         “Mr. Delambre? It’s Jorge Mathieu.”

         
         “Hello, Jorge. How’s your mother?”

         
         He gives him a full rundown of the situation. Probable long-term effects if she were to wake up: paralysis, loss of speech,
            amnesia, inability to feed herself—
         

         
         “That’s terrible,” murmurs Delambre.

         
         “I’m calling to thank you,” continues Jorge.

         
         “Thank me?”

         
         “I saw the judge this morning. I know what you told him about my . . . leaving.”

         
         The judge had been informed that Jorge was forced to leave his job because his co-workers refused to accept him, and his presence
            was causing conflict.
         

         
         “Ah, yes. Well, I think it was the least I could do.”

         
         “Thanks, anyway.”

         
         “Don’t thank me. And please keep me informed. About your mother.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         Jorge hangs up and takes a deep breath before joining his brother. Léonard is still kneeling by the bed, holding his mother’s
            hand. Jorge sits back in the armchair.
         

         
         “She moved a finger!” whispers Léonard. “She recognized my voice.”

         
         “So keep talking to her. No doubt she can hear everything you say.”

         
         Léonard strokes Mona’s inert white hand.

         
         “If you wake up, I’ll find a way to make lots of money!” he continues. “Then you won’t have to go to work. You can stay home
            and take it easy!”
         

         
         Jorge looks out the window. Even the sun makes him feel sad.

         
         “Lots of money, which I’ll earn! We’ll build fires in the fireplace, and I’ll carry the logs. That way, you’ll never be cold
            again. We’ll even go on vacation whenever we want. What do you think?”
         

         
         He turns once more to his brother, who nods.

         
         “And we’ll be happy, you, me, and Jorge. We’ll be happy, you’ll see. . . .”
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         “Lennie?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge?”

         
         “It’s your turn to do the dishes tonight.”

         
         “Are you sure?” Léonard says hopefully.

         
         “Totally sure.”

         
         Léonard drags his feet to the sink and turns on the hot water faucet but, as usual, he forgets to turn on the cold and burns
            his fingers.
         

         
         Jorge sighs. “And try not to break anything.”

         
         “I’ll try.”

         
         Jorge goes up to his room to change. He puts on his uniform and his boots, then grabs his work bag. He comes back downstairs
            just as Léonard is finishing up.
         

         
         “I’m heading out, Lennie. I want you in bed by eleven, okay?”

         
         “Okay, Jorge.”

         
         “Promise?”

         
         “I promise.”

         
         “All right—and if you have any problems?”

         
         “I’ll call you on your cell.”

         
         “Perfect. See you in the morning.”

         
         Jorge leaves the house and climbs into the Clio. It’s a thirty-minute drive to get to work. For the past two weeks, he’s been working as a night watchman on a construction site. A building complex pompously christened an eco-district. He works four days a week from ten at night to six in the morning, as well as every other Saturday, for decent pay. He got
            the job through a nonprofit that helps ex-prisoners find work. His employer knows nothing of his past. Jorge was chosen from
            among six applicants, some of whom were much beefier than him. Apparently, it was his composure that gave him the edge. He
            hesitated before accepting, hesitated to leave Léonard alone four nights a week. But he didn’t have much choice.
         

         
         Once there, he greets Moncef, the man he relieves on his nights. Even though they’ve only exchanged a few words, Jorge knows
            that his co-worker is an ex-con. One look was enough. He settles into the tiny prefab office with a chair, a small table,
            a lamp, and a kettle that Moncef brought. The toilet is located just behind their hut. The temperature sometimes drops to
            freezing in this room, but Jorge dresses accordingly. He takes his flashlight and cell phone from his bag and attaches his
            dead-man’s switch to his belt. The device triggers an alarm if he remains on the ground for more than eighteen seconds. Throughout
            the night, he makes duty rounds of the site to prevent any intrusion or any theft of materials.
         

         
         As soon as he’s settled in, he calls Léonard, who immediately picks up the phone.

         
         “How are you, Lennie?”

         
         “Good, Jorge.”

         
         “What are you up to?”

         
         “I’m watching a movie on TV.”

         
         “In an hour, I want you to go to bed.”

         
         At the other end of the line, Léonard sighs.

         
         “Yes, Jorge. In one hour. But the movie might not be over.”

         
         “Well, as soon as it’s over, you go upstairs to bed. And don’t forget to lock the door, okay?”

         
         “Okay, Jorge.”

         
         “And brush your teeth before you go to bed. Otherwise, you’ll have to go back to the dentist, and you won’t like it.”

         
         “Okay, I will.”

         
         “Good night, brother.”

         
         Jorge hangs up and grabs a novel from his bag. Prison helped him develop a taste for reading. Before that, he read only books
            that he had to read—those that were compulsory. But behind bars, he discovered how to travel the world and investigate human
            nature without moving from his bed.
         

         
         This week, while rummaging through their home library, he decided to reread Zola and dived into Thérèse Raquin. If Mona were here, she’d tell him that this might not be the wisest choice.
         

         
         But Mona isn’t here anymore.

         
         At 10:45 p.m., he begins his first round by the light of his Maglite. Nothing to report, so he can get back to Thérèse, Camille,
            and Laurent.
         

         
         Back to solitude and all his questions.

         
         His pain and sorrow.

         
         When morning comes, he’ll return to his brother.

         
         Reassured, he can then sleep for two or three hours and dream of a different past, a better future, another life.

         
         *  *  *

         At ten, when the alarm goes off, Jorge feels like he’s been asleep for five minutes. He stretches, then gets up before the
            arms of Morpheus can recapture him. He checks his phone and sees a message dictated by Léonard two hours earlier. I’m going to deliver some furniture with Sacha, I’ll be back at noon.

         
         He takes a long shower to wake himself up, then shaves. Dark circles have carved his face; his features are drawn. But this
            job is an unexpected opportunity, and he can’t let it go under any circumstances.
         

         
         After a coffee, he heads to the village. He runs a few errands before going to the bank. Fortunately, Mona had the good sense to grant him power of attorney over the account his salary is paid into, ensuring that her sons would want for nothing. 

         
         Except a mother.

         
         He withdraws some cash and goes back to the house to make lunch. He’s still amazed at his brother’s appetite and the portions
            he can gobble up. Despite it, he is a solid block of muscle without an ounce of fat. Too bad his mind isn’t as well sculpted
            as his body. Sometimes, Jorge wonders about the hell Léonard was born into and where he spent his early years. What kind of
            monster could have damaged his brain when he was just a small child?
         

         
         Certainly a man—a man who, today, would find it hard to face his own son.

         
         For Jorge prefers not to think that a woman could have done this.

         
         Sacha drops Léonard off shortly before noon, and Jorge invites him to join them for lunch. While Léonard goes upstairs to
            change, the adults open a bottle of chianti.
         

         
         “I’m warning you; I still can’t cook.”

         
         “That’s not what your brother says. On the contrary, I hear you cook like a chef!”

         
         “Nah, it’s just that he’ll eat anything! He’d even eat off the table when he’s really hungry—which is pretty much all the
            time.”
         

         
         “And Mona?” the older man asks.

         
         “No change.” Jorge sighs.

         
         “What do the doctors say?”

         
         “Not a lot. They’re waiting—and so are we. In any case, thanks for giving Lennie work. He enjoys it and it takes his mind
            off things.”
         

         
         “He’s the one who should be thanked! He carries incredible weight with such ease. I’ve never seen anything like it! What does
            he do with his money?”
         

         
         “He used to give it to Mona, but now he keeps it. He says it’ll be useful when . . . when she wakes up.”

         
         Léonard joins them and sits straight down.

         
         “What did you make?” he asks.

         
         “Lasagna.”

         
         “Awesome!”

         
         “But it’s not done yet.”

         
         Léonard grabs the baguette and devours half of it. “Today we delivered a  . . .”

         
         He turns to Sacha, unable to remember the name.

         
         “A lady’s writing desk,” says Sacha.

         
         “What’s that?” asks Jorge.

         
         “A kind of desk with lots of drawers to hide letters and secrets—”

         
         “I’d love to have your job,” says Léonard.

         
         “In September, we’ll try to find you a training course,” says Jorge. “Carpentry, maybe? Work involving wood, anyway. And then
            Sacha could take you on as an apprentice.”
         

         
         “That’s a good idea,” agrees Sacha.

         
         “It’s a very good idea!” says Léonard enthusiastically.

         
         “But you’ll have to learn to concentrate a little more,” warns Sacha. “Because to use the machines in the workshop, you have
            to be very careful. Otherwise, you could risk losing a finger,” he says, pointing to his slightly shortened thumb. “But hey,
            I’m sure you could do that, right?”
         

         
         “Yes, yes, I could!” Léonard jumps up and down with excitement as Sacha and Jorge exchange questioning glances.

         
         “Yes, I could, that’s for sure! And Mona will be proud of me. Can we go and see her after we eat?”

         
         “Of course,” agrees Jorge.

         
         For the past month and a half, they’ve been visiting their mother’s bedside almost every day. Léonard tells her all about the little things he’s done, his desires, his anxieties, and his fears. He whispers promises he’ll never be able to keep. Jorge, for his part, stays silent. He makes do with looking at her while life still flows through her veins. And he wonders how his brother will react when she stops fighting and abandons him for good. 

         
         *  *  *

         Tonight, Jorge isn’t working. It’s almost midnight and he’s deep into Abbé Mouret’s Transgression when he hears two knocks on his door.
         

         
         “Come in, Lennie.”

         
         His brother slips into the room but stays by the door.

         
         “What’s up?”

         
         “I keep thinking about Mom. I can’t sleep.”

         
         Jorge puts his novel on the bedside table and beckons his brother to come over.

         
         “I keep thinking about her, too,” he says. “It’s to be expected.”

         
         “I think she’s not waking up because you’re here.”

         
         Jorge’s face darkens, and he folds his arms in front of him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “It means she knows you’re taking good care of me, so she thinks she doesn’t need to come back here.”

         
         Jorge’s eyes fill with a mixture of pain and emotion.

         
         “So I . . . I thought that on Sunday, when we go see her, I should tell her that . . . that you’re not taking good care of
            me and maybe she’ll wake up. I can lie to her if it makes her open her eyes, can’t I?”
         

         
         “You can try,” Jorge offers.

         
         He reaches for his pack of cigarettes and lets out a cry of pain.

         
         “What’s wrong?” asks Léonard.

         
         “It’s nothing. I slipped while doing my rounds on the site and banged my shoulder. I’ll have to find an osteopath.”

         
         “Wait,” says Léonard. “I can take care of it.”

         
         “Huh? Are you a physiotherapist now?” His brother laughs.

         
         “No, but sometimes it works—with Mona, it worked.”

         
         “What worked?”

         
         Léonard sits his brother down with his back to him, then moves his hands up near Jorge’s shoulder, leaving them less than
            half an inch above his skin. Not totally reassured, Jorge asks, “What are you doing?”
         

         
         “Don’t talk.”

         
         Jorge feels an intense heat radiate from his joint, as if his brother were bringing a flame to his shoulder. He closes his
            eyes as the pain slowly subsides.
         

         
         “Feeling better?” Léonard asks after five minutes.

         
         “Yes,” admits Jorge. “But how do you do that?”

         
         “I don’t know. When Mona had pain anywhere, I’d do it to her, and sometimes it worked. She says I have a . . . a something
            in my hands.”
         

         
         Jorge moves his shoulder and feels only moderate discomfort.

         
         “You’re incredible!”

         
         “No, I just put my hands close to you, that’s all.”

         
         Jorge opens the window and they smoke cigarettes in silence.

         
         “Sometimes, you know . . . sometimes I want to die,” Léonard suddenly murmurs.

         
         Jorge feels like he’s been punched in the stomach. He looks at his brother for a long time before he’s able to reply. “Because
            of what’s happening with Mona?”
         

         
         “Yes, because of that. And also, because I’m a retard and everyone laughs at me.”

         
         Jorge thinks for a moment. “You’re not a retard, and anyway, you can’t die,” he says at last.

         
         Léonard sits on the bed and rocks back and forth.

         
         “Yes, I can,” he says.

         
         “No, you can’t.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Because you haven’t seen Glen Affric. You can’t die without seeing Glen Affric! When I was at Drumnadrochit, I went hiking
            there all the time,” continues Jorge. “It’s so beautiful, you can’t even imagine. . . .”
         

         
         Léonard stops rocking and closes his eyes, as if teleporting to the Highlands.

         
         “I would walk along the river and then come to the banks of Loch Affric, and there I’d pass a pretty house, right at the foot
            of the snowcapped mountains, among the pines. It was white, with a gray roof and a red door. It had direct access to the lake.
            Right next door, there was another little wooden house. It was red with a blue door and shutters. It’s the house for friends
            or guests, I guess. Anyway, every time I stopped near this property, I would think about how much I’d love to live there.
            Every morning, admiring the lake and the mountains around it.”
         

         
         “Every morning—”

         
         “Every evening, watching for deer bounding off the moor and coming right up to the house.”

         
         “Every evening—”

         
         “And you see, I tell myself that when Mona wakes up, we’ll go there with her.”

         
         Léonard’s eyes reopen.

         
         “The three of us?”

         
         “Yes, the three of us. And not for a vacation, no. Forever.”

         
         “Forever and ever—”

         
         “Can you imagine, Lennie?”

         
         “Oh, yes, Jorge. I could chop the wood for the fire!”

         
         “I’m sure you could, Lennie.”

         
         “And also, could I fish in the lake?”

         
         “Sure. We’d have a boat on the dock, and we could go fishing whenever we wanted. We could stay on the water for hours, and
            when we got cold, we’d go home and warm up by the fire.”
         

         
         A smile lights up Léonard’s face.

         
         “And Sacha, could he come and see us sometimes?”

         
         “No problem,” says Jorge. “There’d be room for friends.”

         
         “And Victoria, too! She could sleep in the red cabin, the one for guests.”

         
         “We can invite whoever we want, Lennie. We’d be at home, doing whatever we wanted. And over there, they don’t know that you
            and I did time. They’d respect us and we could walk with our heads held high.”
         

         
         “Heads held high—”

         
         “Yes, they’d respect us,” says Jorge in a whisper.

         
         “But what will we eat?” Léonard says, suddenly worried.

         
         Jorge shrugs. “I’ll find a job nearby. And you, too. We could work on the boats that take tourists around Loch Ness, couldn’t
            we?”
         

         
         Léonard lies on the couch, his head in the stars. But after a couple seconds, he interrupts his journey along the Glen Affric
            trails.
         

         
         “What if the house isn’t for sale? Or maybe we don’t have enough money to buy it?”

         
         “Money can always be found,” says Jorge with conviction. “And if it’s not for sale, well, we’ll buy one just like it—on the
            banks of Loch Affric, there are a few,” he says. “Each more beautiful than the last.”
         

         
         “What if . . . what if Mona dies?”

         
         “Whatever happens, she’ll always be with us, don’t you think? If she leaves us, we’ll head off, just the two of us. From where
            she is, Mona will be watching us. Somehow, she’ll . . . she’ll follow us. Yes, in a way, she’ll be with us. And she’ll be
            happy to see us there, the two of us.”
         

         
         “Happy, yes—”

         
         “See, until you’ve experienced that, you can’t die,” concludes Jorge.

         
         “You’re right, I can’t die. And neither can Mona. She can’t die until she’s experienced it.”

         
         A moment later, Léonard falls asleep on the couch, a smile on his face. Jorge leaves the light on.

         
         So as not to extinguish his brother’s dreams.

         
         *  *  *

         “My dad’s a big jerk. I’m not speaking to him. I’m sure your brother didn’t steal anything from the warehouse.”

         
         “Yeah, my brother’s no thief,” agrees Léonard.

         
         It’s been a while since he has seen Victoria, and he’s happy to have her back at last. “He didn’t say anything about you coming
            here to see me?”
         

         
         “He doesn’t know I’m here!” says Victoria in a rebellious tone. “I told him I was going to a friend’s. Where’s your brother?”

         
         “At work.”

         
         “What does he do now?”

         
         “He’s a security guard,” says Léonard proudly. “He works nights and even Saturdays. He keeps watch at a building site to make
            sure no one steals anything.”
         

         
         “Oh, I see. Does he have a dog with him?”

         
         “He doesn’t need one. Because my brother knows how to fight. He’s strong. And he earns more than at your dad’s company.”

         
         “Glad to hear it! So you’re on your own at night?”

         
         “Yes, but I can stay on my own, no problem!”

         
         Victoria lights a Vogue under Léonard’s astonished gaze.

         
         “You smoke now?”

         
         “Sometimes,” she says, flicking her thin cigarette.

         
         “You’re too young,” says Léonard.

         
         “You sound like my dad!” Victoria giggles.

         
         He frowns but doesn’t take his eyes off her. She looks so pretty today. Her blond hair hangs loose, she has on lip gloss,
            and she’s wearing the nail polish he gave her.
         

         
         “Do you think Mona will come out of her coma?”

         
         Léonard’s face tenses up, a wrinkle forming in the middle of his broad forehead.

         
         “I talk to her every day,” he says simply.

         
         “I read somewhere that people in a coma can hear everything going on around them. So you’re right to talk to her.”

         
         “Yes, she can hear me all right. And sometimes her finger moves.”

         
         Léonard wants to cry but holds back. Victoria takes his hand in hers.

         
         “I’m sorry about your mother, you know. And I really hope she pulls through. Because that’s my dad’s fault, too!”

         
         She presses herself against him. Léonard suddenly feels very hot.

         
         “I’m going to tell Mona that we’ll be going to the Highlands soon.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         Léonard nods energetically. “Yes, we’ll be moving to Glen Affric; Jorge said so. That way, we won’t have to listen to people
            saying bad things about us. But you can come whenever you like, because we’ll have a little house just for guests!”
         

         
         Victoria smiles. “Cool!”

         
         She places a hand on his neck and gently draws him to her. He doesn’t know whether to hold back or give in. He finally chooses
            the second option, and when his lips make contact with Victoria’s, he closes his eyes. A taste of strawberry, ripe fruit,
            and the forbidden. He takes her in his arms and holds her tight.
         

         
         “You’re smothering me!” she whimpers.

         
         “Sorry—”

         
         “Don’t know your own strength, huh?”

         
         She rests her head on his shoulder, and they stay entwined for a long while. Not knowing what she wants him to do, he simply
            strokes her hair, trying to be as delicate as possible. And when the door opens, they both jump. From the depths of his little
            paradise, Léonard hadn’t heard the Clio.
         

         
         Jorge sees them move away from each other and cracks a smile.

         
         “Hi, kids.”

         
         “Hello,” says Victoria, tidying her hair.

         
         “Am I disturbing you?”

         
         “No!” Léonard assures him.

         
         “You look really good in that uniform!” Victoria offers the compliment as a diversion.

         
         “Thank you, young lady. Do your parents know you’re here?”

         
         “Yes, of course.”

         
         “Perfect. I’m going upstairs to change.”

         
         He disappears up the stairs, and the two teenagers exchange a giggle.

         
         “You can’t lie to Jorge,” whispers Léonard. “Because he always guesses.”

         
         Victoria puts a finger to her friend’s lips to command silence. Then she kisses him again, languidly.

         
         “He can tell when you’re lying,” she whispers. “But that’s just because you can’t lie.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         “Cute little brunette, isn’t she?” says Jorge in a low voice.

         
         “What little brunette?” asks Léonard.

         
         His brother rolls his eyes. “Couldn’t you be a bit more subtle?”

         
         “Which one?” whispers Léonard.

         
         “The one in the white T-shirt.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         They’re sitting in the hospital snack bar, waiting for Mona to get back from an MRI.

         
         “You prefer blonds, don’t you, Lennie?” Jorge chuckles. “And little Victoria in particular. Is she a good kisser, at least?”

         
         Léonard turns scarlet. His brother starts laughing.

         
         “How far did you get with her?”

         
         “Nowhere,” says Léonard. “We kissed, that’s all. Why, is that bad?”

         
         “Not at all, brother. It’s just you can hardly say her parents are fond of us. And more important, she’s still very young.”

         
         “She’s thirteen,” Léonard points out. “Almost fourteen.”

         
         “So she’s young,” confirms Jorge. “Too young, if you know what I mean.”
         

         
         “But . . . but she was the one who wanted to kiss me.”

         
         Jorge looks at him, amused.

         
         “I can imagine! But you still have to be careful.”

         
         “How d’you mean, careful?”

         
         Jorge is embarrassed. He wishes Mona were here having this conversation instead of him. Might as well be direct.

         
         “Do you want to sleep with her, Lennie?”

         
         Léonard blushes again.

         
         “Well, sometimes—I don’t know, actually. It’s weird.”

         
         Jorge takes a sip of sparkling water before he continues. How do you explain such things to a six-year-old mind in a man’s
            body?
         

         
         “Look, Lennie, it’s tricky, but—here’s the thing: If you want to sleep with her, she has to really agree. There has to be no doubt about it. Do you understand what I mean?”
         

         
         “Of course,” replies Léonard, as embarrassed as his big brother.

         
         “What I’m trying to get you to understand is that you might think Victoria wants to sleep with you from some of the things
            she does, but it’s not that simple. Just because she kisses you or puts her hands all over you doesn’t mean she’s really ready.”
         

         
         Léonard stares at him with eyes full of anxiety and questions.

         
         “She doesn’t put her hands all over me,” he says simply. “She doesn’t touch my underwear, that’s for sure.”

         
         Jorge wants to laugh and cry at the same time. He tries to stay on track.

         
         “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? Haven’t you ever seen it in movies or videos?”

         
         “Seen what?”

         
         “A man and a woman in bed together. Making love.”

         
         “Oh, yes, I’ve seen that,” says Léonard. “And not just in bed.”

         
         “And would you like to do the same with Victoria, yes or no?”

         
         Léonard flashes a mischievous smile. “You want to know if I’ve done it, right?”

         
         “You’ve already slept with a girl?” Jorge shoots back in amazement.

         
         “No! But Mona explained it all to me.”

         
         “Really? Well in that case, perfect—and what did she say to you?”

         
         “Pretty much what you said. That I had to be in love with the girl and she had to agree. And that the best thing is to let
            her do what she wants with me.”
         

         
         “That’s good advice, brother. But you see, Victoria is still too young. So even if she wants to make love with you, you have
            to wait a little.”
         

         
         “How long?” asks Léonard.

         
         “I don’t know, but—let’s just say she’d have to be your age.”

         
         Léonard counts on his fingers.

         
         “Two years?”

         
         “Pretty much, yes.”

         
         “And if she wants to do it before that, what do I do?”

         
         “You tell her it’s better to wait. And if it’s not too uncomfortable for you, you talk to me about it.”

         
         “I could be in trouble, if I don’t do as you say?” asks Léonard in alarm.

         
         “You could, yes. Because you’re already sixteen.”

         
         “Then I won’t do it, Jorge. But can I still kiss her?”

         
         “As much as you want, Lennie!”

         
         Jorge reaches into his pocket and pulls out a round gray stone flecked with mica and with thin white bands running across
            it. He puts it in front of his brother. “A gift for you,” he says. “A stone I picked up in the River Affric.”
         

         
         “It’s beautiful!” exclaims Léonard, holding it in his hand. “Can I keep it?”

         
         “Of course. I just told you, it’s a gift. Come on, drink your Coke, Mona’s probably back in the room by now.”

         
         Jorge pays for the snacks, and they take the elevator to the neurology department. Léonard clutches the stone in his right
            hand. They cross the long hall and pass a young, slightly plump, blond nurse, who greets them with a big smile.
         

         
         “So, Léo, how are you today?”

         
         “Hi, Leslie, I’m fine. How are you?”

         
         “I’m good, too, big man. Your mother is back in her room; you can go on in.”

         
         They continue on their way and Léonard bends down to whisper something in his brother’s ear.

         
         “She’s old enough for me to sleep with, isn’t she?”

         
         Jorge starts laughing.

         
         “Yes, Lennie! You could do it with her. That is, if she agrees, of course!”

         
         “I think she would. And she’s pretty, isn’t she?”

         
         “Very,” replies his brother.

         
         “The other day, while you were gone, she said some weird stuff to me. Girl stuff. Like I’m really muscular and have emeralds
            for eyes. That’s how I know she likes me.”
         

         
         “Well, next time, ask her out for a drink.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge. I’ll do that. But Victoria better not find out, otherwise she’ll rip my emeralds out!”

         
         They laugh together, and Jorge promises, “I won’t tell her. You can trust me.”

         
         They open the door of the room.

         
         “Hello, Mom!” says Léonard.

         
         He grabs the armchair, pulls it closer to the bed, and sits down. Jorge settles for the chair on the other side.

         
         “I have something huge to tell you!” begins Léonard. “We’re going to Glen Affric, to a white house with a gray roof and a red door. Right next to it, there’s . . .” 

         
         Jorge listens to his brother in amazement. Léonard normally forgets so many things, but he repeats what Jorge told him word
            for word, even though he said it days before.
         

         
         “And if you don’t wake up, well, you’ll still be with us. But, hey, I’d rather you did wake up. I’d really rather. Because Jorge takes care of me, but not like you do. Not as well as you.”
         

         
         Léonard winks.

         
         “Sometimes he even forgets to cook for me—can you believe it? And then . . . and then sometimes, he leaves me alone at night,
            and I get scared. So, Mom, I’m counting on you, huh? And if you can hear me, it would be nice if you could move a finger,
            like last time.”
         

         
         He holds his breath and watches in wonder as his mother’s index finger lifts slightly.

         
         “Did you see, Jorge? Did you see that?”

         
         Stunned, Jorge leans toward Mona.

         
         “Yes, Lennie, I saw it,” he murmurs. “In fact, I think it’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”
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         Angélique gets out of the shower and grabs the large towel. She dries off quickly, shivering from head to toe. This cursed
            house is an icebox, and she dreams of setting it on fire. In the mirror, she looks at her belly, now flat, empty, and dead.
            Then she dresses warmly before leaving the bathroom and returning to her room.
         

         
         She opens the window and looks out over the garden, which is wet with rain. No matter how hard she looks, she doesn’t see
            him. It’s been three days since he disappeared, and she’s worried.
         

         
         Obviously, Maréchal didn’t keep his promise—the cat wasn’t allowed inside. But at least he didn’t kill him.

         
         Angélique remembers that dreadful day. Her flesh bears witness to it, forever scarred. The excruciating suffering only worsened
            in the days that followed. The fever, the pain deep in her belly, the blood flowing between her thighs. Angélique thought
            she was going to die, alone in this room, flat on her back.
         

         
         Angélique had hoped for it with all her heart.

         
         But the old woman came back and forced her to swallow some medicine. The fever made her delirious; the pain made her scream.

         
         Angélique didn’t die, and the cat remained outside.

         
         Angélique survived, and hatred for her tormentor grew in her womb, as the baby should have.

         
         Maréchal locked her upstairs and went out forty-eight hours ago, barely leaving her anything to eat. It happens from time to time. Sometimes he’s away for a day, sometimes for several days. He’s not out hunting, because he doesn’t take his rifle. Generally, when he returns, he seems sated and in a better mood. And he usually leaves her in peace for a while. As if someone else had suffered his assaults and cooled his fervor. 

         
         Angélique doesn’t know what he’s up to and prefers not to find out.

         
         When he returns, she simply washes his clothes, which are sometimes stained with blood.

         
         Whose blood, she’d rather not know.
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         “Why do flowers wilt so quickly?” asks Léonard.

         
         “Because they’re fragile.”

         
         A cloud passes overhead, releasing a few cold drops of rain.

         
         “Beautiful things are often fragile, you know,” adds Jorge.

         
         “But that’s because someone cut the flowers. We should take them with the roots and all, so they stay pretty longer.”

         
         “If you want,” Jorge concedes. “Next time, we’ll buy a plant instead of a bouquet.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge. We’ll buy lots of plants and put them here, so we can’t see the marble. It’ll be like a little garden.”

         
         While Léonard stands transfixed in front of the grave, his big brother discards the dead flowers and replaces them with fresh
            ones, which he arranges in the large stone vase.
         

         
         “There, that’s better, isn’t it?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge, it looks good like that.”

         
         Léonard’s gaze turns to the large trash can overflowing with wilted flowers.

         
         “Why do we bury people and not flowers?”

         
         Jorge stares at him in amazement.

         
         “I don’t know, Lennie. I’ve never thought about it.”

         
         “I’m always asking weird questions, aren’t I, Jorge?”

         
         “Yes, always. But it doesn’t matter, you know.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter because you love me anyway. Is that it?”

         
         “That’s right, Lennie.”

         
         “And we’ll never go back to prison.”

         
         “Never, brother.”

         
         “And why won’t we go back?”

         
         “Because from now on, we look after each other, and—”

         
         “And two are better than one.”

         
         “Yes, Lennie.”

         
         “And I’ll take care of chopping the wood for the fire, so that when we’ve had enough of fishing on the lake, we can go home
            and sit by the fireplace.”
         

         
         Eyes wet with tears, Jorge smiles.

         
         “Yes, Lennie. We’ll never be cold again, that’s for sure.”

         
         The sun reappears, warming their grief-stricken bodies.

         
         Their orphaned souls.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            65

         
         They walk down the white track, hand in hand.

         
         “Do you know the name of this plant?” asks Victoria.

         
         Spring arrived when Mona left.

         
         The plants woke up when Mona fell asleep.

         
         Léonard looks at the purple flower his friend has picked.

         
         “Wild chicory,” he says without hesitation.

         
         “How do you know that?”

         
         “I have a book at home. Mona gave it to me. It has all the plants and flowers in it. There’s the photo and then just below
            it, the name.”
         

         
         “But . . . how did you manage to read it? I thought—”

         
         “I’d show Mona the photo and she’d tell me the name. But now I won’t be able to ask her if I see a flower I don’t know.”

         
         Victoria squeezes his hand a little tighter. “You can ask me!”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Of course. I’ll read you all the books you want. And I could even teach you to read—what do you think about that?”

         
         “All I can say is that every teacher has tried and failed.”

         
         “Because they sucked!” says Victoria. “But with me, I’m sure you could learn.”

         
         Léonard shakes his head in a defeatist way. “I’m too dumb.”

         
         “Stop saying that! You have problems, it’s true, but it’s not your fault. And you’re not stupid. There are lots of things
            you can do.”
         

         
         “Really? Like what?”

         
         “Well, you know how to identify flowers, fix furniture, cut logs, and light fires. You know how to console people, too.”

         
         She flashes him a mischievous smile and brings her face close to his. “And you know how to kiss like no one else, Léo.”

         
         They hold each other tight. Léonard smiles serenely. He wishes he could tell his mother what’s going on between him and Victoria.
            Tell her about the beating of his heart; the soft, sweet dreams; the crazy plans he’s dreaming up.
         

         
         Of course, there’s Jorge. And there’s Sacha.

         
         But Mona is gone.

         
         The woman who pulled him out of the earth now rests there for all eternity.

         
         “Do you miss her a lot?” murmurs Victoria.

         
         “Very much so. A lot—and every day.”

         
         “My dad always says that time soothes sorrow and pain. But then again, my dad says a lot of crap!”

         
         Léonard wants to tell her that since Mona died, a new nightmare has haunted his nights. That while he sleeps, he’s transported
            to a small boat lost in the middle of an ocean full of monsters. That he can make out their hideous forms beneath the surface.
            That the wind rages, and waves as high as prison walls crash down on his flimsy boat. That he calls for help, but no one hears
            him. That his tiny boat finally capsizes, and he sinks, body and soul, into the deep, dark waters.
         

         
         Almost every night, he sinks deep into the cold and the silence.

         
         Léonard would like to tell Victoria all this, but he’s afraid of disappointing her, of seeming like a coward. Seeming foolish
            in her eyes.
         

         
         So he remains alone on his skiff.

         
         “You know,” Victoria continues, “I wanted to come to your mother’s funeral. But my parents wouldn’t bring me along. Apparently,
            I’m too young!”
         

         
         “Jorge thinks you’re too young, too.”

         
         She frowns and stares at him with a strange smile. “Too young for what?”

         
         “Uh . . . nothing.”

         
         “Too young for you, right?”

         
         “No! Too young, that’s all.”

         
         Suddenly, Victoria stumbles to the stony ground, twisting her ankle.

         
         “Are you all right?” Léonard asks.

         
         She stands up with a grimace of pain.

         
         “I think I sprained my ankle!” she groans.

         
         She limps to a rock and sits on it to catch her breath.

         
         “Want to take off your shoe?”

         
         “No. If it swells up, I won’t be able to put it back on. Let’s go back.”

         
         Léonard holds out his hand and Victoria gets to her feet. Another grimace.

         
         “Damn, it hurts like hell!”

         
         “Wait, I’ll carry you.”

         
         “Are you kidding?”

         
         “No! It’s best if I carry you, so it doesn’t hurt.”

         
         In an instant, Victoria finds herself in the arms of her knight in shining armor.

         
         “I’m not too heavy, am I?” she asks.

         
         “Not as heavy as a chest of drawers.”

         
         She bursts out laughing, and so does Léonard. Cautiously, he covers the mile or so that separates them from the house.

         
         “You look like you’re not even trying!” says Victoria admiringly.

         
         “Jorge, he always says that I’m as strong as a bull.”

         
         His shoe slides on a stone, and Victoria lets out a charming little cry.

         
         “Don’t drop me!” she chuckles.

         
         Finally, they see the roof of the house in the distance.

         
         “Are you doing okay?” worries Victoria.

         
         “I’m great!”

         
         “Don’t your arms hurt?”

         
         “No.”

         
         He reaches the road and quickens his pace.

         
         “Jorge should be back from shopping by now. He’ll know what to do about your ankle.”

         
         With his foot, Léonard pushes open the gate and crosses the yard. He passes by the old Clio just as the front door opens.

         
         “What happened?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Victoria twisted her ankle.”

         
         He sets his friend down on the sofa.

         
         “Let me see,” says Jorge as he closes the door.

         
         “We were walking along, and Victoria twisted her ankle,” Léonard tells him.

         
         “It’s nothing,” his brother reassures him. “Get me the first-aid kit from the bathroom.”

         
         While Léonard climbs the stairs with his heavy feet, Victoria unlaces her shoe and removes her sock.

         
         “Is it painful?”

         
         “It’s okay, Mr. Mathieu.”

         
         “You can call me Jorge, you know.”

         
         “It hurts a little, Jorge.”

         
         “It’s swollen,” says Jorge. “We’ll put some ointment and a bandage on it.”

         
         “Léo carried me for miles!” she says with her pretty smile. “And he didn’t even break a sweat.”

         
         Jorge smiles back. “He’s quite a guy, my brother.”

         
         He looks Victoria in the eye.

         
         “Thanks for the flowers,” he says. “The bouquet you had delivered to the church.”

         
         “It’s nothing. I liked Mona so much. But Jorge, I . . . I saw that Léo has more scars on his arms. And he won’t tell me how he got hurt.” 

         
         “He was very sad when our mother died,” Jorge explains. “Far too sad.”

         
         Léonard comes back down, his arms loaded with a thousand and one things: bandages, disinfectants, cotton wool—

         
         “I brought everything I could find!”

         
         “It’s only a sprain.” Jorge sighs. “Not an open fracture! Go ahead,” he tells him. “Rub the ointment on her ankle and then
            put the bandage on.”
         

         
         “But I don’t know how to do that—”

         
         “I’m sure you do!” says Jorge with a wink. “You’re going to do it like a boss.”

         
         He leaves the teenagers to their own devices and goes outside. He lights a cigarette and sits down by the lime tree his parents
            planted a month after he was born. They’ve seen each other grow up, seen each other suffer. He contemplates the neglected
            garden. Mona’s no longer here to look after it. And she won’t see the spring, her favorite season.
         

         
         Too many wounds, too many battles and defeats.

         
         Too many for one woman.

         
         The night Mona stopped fighting, the night her heart stopped, Jorge was at work. When his phone rang, he knew. It was four
            in the morning, and he called Moncef, who agreed to cover for him. Then he went home and woke up Léonard. He didn’t have to
            say a word. A simple glance proved enough to destroy his brother’s hopes, rekindle his fears, and extinguish his childhood
            for good.
         

         
         Their eyes wet with tears, the two brothers got dressed and went to the hospital to see their mother one last time.

         
         Léonard spoke to her, one last time.

         
         The next day, he cut himself again.

         
         Too many wounds, too many sorrows, too many separations and abandonments.

         
         Too much for one kid.

         
         Jorge angrily crushes his cigarette butt, stamping on it until it disappears into the earth. He opens the door to the barn
            that was once his father’s workshop. The old tools still sit there, as if waiting to be used again one day. In the back, Mona
            has stored boxes, lots of useless junk. Jorge looks around and memories flood back. His father, his mother, Sarah, prison,
            the hospital, the morgue, the cemetery. The blade in his brother’s flesh.
         

         
         Why does he have to cross this vast desert?

         
         What is the point of this endless march through the land of suffering?

         
         Is this what they call life?
         

         
         Suddenly, he grabs an iron bar and starts hitting the solid beech workbench. He cries out, putting all his strength, all his
            hatred, all his pain into it.
         

         
         All his life.
         

         
         Exhausted at last, he drops his weapon and slumps down the wall.

         
         “What’s the matter, Jorge?”

         
         His brother has come to the entrance to the barn, a mask of anguish on his face.

         
         “It’s nothing, don’t worry.”

         
         Léonard approaches and sits beside him. “Are you angry? Or are you sad?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie.”

         
         “Because Mom’s gone?”

         
         “My father, my mother—”

         
         “But I’m here.”

         
         Jorge gives him a smile. “Yes, you’re here, brother.”

         
         You’re here, when sometimes I’d rather be alone.

         
         You’re here, and I can’t lose myself, run away, give up. Give up this atrocious journey.

         
         You’re here, and I have to look after you.

         
         But who’s going to look after me?

         
         “Two are better than one,” says Léonard.

         
         “That’s for sure,” murmurs Jorge.

         
         “I’ll cut the wood for the fire so you won’t be cold.”

         
         *  *  *

         The boat has capsized, and Léonard has plunged into the icy water. He struggles, but to no avail. He sinks like a cement block
            to terrifying depths.
         

         
         He wakes up, his face soaked in tears. He gets up, crosses the hall, and goes into Mona’s room, which is just as she left
            it. Lying down on the double bed, he buries his head in the pillow. He squeezes it with all his might, trying to find his
            mother’s scent.
         

         
         With a bit of luck, if he concentrates, he might even hear her voice.

         
         A few minutes later, a miracle happens.

         
         It was a Thursday morning, November 6. It was raining a little, but—

         
         “It wasn’t cold,” says Léonard.

         
         No, it wasn’t cold. I was on my way to work, but my car wouldn’t start, so—

         
         “So you walked,” murmurs Léonard.

         
         Yes, I had to walk down to the village to catch a bus. As I was walking along the road, suddenly I saw a little boy in the
               ditch. He must have been about five years old, wearing dirty, torn clothes, with long hair and a face covered in mud and dirt.
               He looked like—

         
         “A small, wounded animal.”

         
          

         When Jorge parks the Clio, the first light of dawn is chasing away the stars. Dog-tired, he enters the house and locks the door. He drinks a glass of water, then climbs the stairs as quietly as possible, hoping Léonard is sleeping. In the hallway, he stops in front of his mother’s bedroom. He knows he’ll find his brother there, her pillow cradled in his arms. Léonard stubbornly refuses to wash Mona’s sheets and Jorge prefers not to rush him. 

         
         “I’m here, you can go back to sleep,” he says quietly.

         
         “Okay, Jorge. I’ll make you some hot coffee for when you wake up.”

         
         “Thank you, Lennie.”
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         Hands clenched on the steering wheel, he follows the path traced by the car’s headlights. He keeps an eye on the speedometer,
            careful to stay under eighty miles per hour. At regular intervals, he checks the time on the dashboard. He’s on schedule,
            even a little ahead of schedule.
         

         
         At just after midnight, this section of the freeway is virtually deserted. He shifts his head around to relax his neck, his
            muscles extremely tense.
         

         
         Last trip.

         
         Last of three.

         
         Even though the two previous ones went perfectly, the anxiety never leaves him.

         
         Even if he manages to cross the border safely—and recross safely on the return leg—the fear remains the same.

         
         Last trip.

         
         Yes, this could well be his last trip.

         
         The slightest problem could bring it all to a halt. He could lose everything. But he has no choice. Or rather, he’s made this choice.
         

         
         The choice to risk his life, his freedom. To secure Léonard’s future.

         
         *  *  *

         He sits, just hanging out in front of the TV. It’s already late, but Léonard doesn’t want to return to his nightmares.

         
         This morning, before dawn, Jorge left. He won’t be back until tomorrow evening. It’s the third time this has happened in just over a month, and Jorge remains mysterious about the reason for his absences. He just tells Léonard it’s work and that he shouldn’t call him because he won’t have his cell phone on.
         

         
         Luckily, Sacha is there to make sure he’s okay. He visits every morning, before opening his workshop, and every evening at
            dinnertime. And whatever the time, whatever the problem, Léonard can call him.
         

         
         Earlier that evening, Sacha showed up with a large pizza. They ate together, and then Sacha went home around ten.

         
         Another night of loneliness to face. But Léonard reminds himself that his brother isn’t off having fun. That he’s working
            to make sure they have enough to live on. So he readily forgives him for leaving him alone with his ghosts, his grief, and
            his cursed dreams.
         

         
         Numbed by the images parading before his eyes, he starts to blink. The bag of chips is empty, as is his glass of Coke. In
            time, Léonard drifts off to sleep, lulled by the hum of the TV and Arsène, snuggled up to him.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Sometime before two in the morning, the Audi RS6 pulls off an exit ramp and stops at a gas station. Jorge pays cash in advance
            to fill up the tank. Once he finishes refueling, he drives to the front of the station and goes back in the store. Hat on,
            he keeps his head down as he buys a sandwich and a strong coffee. He swallows his snack in less than five minutes and makes
            a quick trip to the toilet before leaving the building. As soon as he’s outside, he lights a cigarette and checks his watch.
         

         
         Still plenty of time.

         
         While smoking his Benson, he watches a police car pull up alongside the Audi; his blood pressure skyrockets. Two low-ranking officers get out of the vehicle, and one of them walks around the steel-gray car. Then he looks at Jorge. 

         
         Of course, he’s the only one in the parking lot.

         
         “Good evening,” says the officer.

         
         “Good evening, gentlemen,” replies Jorge, keeping his expression neutral despite the percussion concert in his chest.

         
         “Is the Audi yours?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Jorge crushes his butt in the ashtray, thinking it might be his last cigarette.

         
         “Nice car!” The officer smiles.

         
         “Thanks,” says Jorge.

         
         “Safe travels, sir, and don’t drive too fast!” adds the officer.

         
         “Oh, there’s no risk of that! Good night, gentlemen.”

         
         The two officers head into the store, and Jorge returns to his vehicle. He sits behind the wheel and calmly starts the car.
            Once on the freeway, he steps on the gas.
         

         
         The close brush with disaster has driven nails into his aching temples.

         
         Still almost four hundred miles to go.

         
         Four hundred miles of danger and anxiety.

         
         “It’s gonna be okay, Jorge,” he mutters. “You can do it—you have to do it.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Sacha smiles as he sees Léonard and Arsène asleep on the old sofa, the TV still on. He goes through to the kitchen, puts the
            bag of pastries he has on the table, and starts the coffee. The cat comes to ask for food, and Léonard finally opens one eye.
         

         
         “So, you couldn’t find your way back to your room, huh?”

         
         Léonard rubs his eyes and stretches before joining his friend.

         
         “Got any chocolate croissants?”

         
         “Yes, Léo. And sugared brioche, too.”

         
         “Cool.”

         
         He wolfs down his breakfast under Sacha’s paternal gaze. “Where do you think Jorge is?”

         
         “No idea. He asked me to keep an eye on you, and that’s what I’m doing. But he’s a big boy, so it’s not my place to question
            him.”
         

         
         “He said it was for work.”

         
         “If he said that, it must be true. Come on, get dressed. We have work to do ourselves. I have a cabinet to varnish, and you
            have a writing desk to sand. Then we have a delivery. We’ll have lunch on the way, if you want.”
         

         
         “Yeah!”

         
         “And don’t forget to feed your cat, Léo.”

         
         Léonard fills Arsène’s bowl and goes upstairs to get ready. When he comes back down, he finds Sacha in front of the dining
            room sideboard, looking at a framed portrait of Mona.
         

         
         “That’s a nice photo,” he says.

         
         Léonard doesn’t answer. Quietly, he puts on his sneakers and discreetly wipes away a tear before he looks up.

         
         “How are you, big guy?” asks Sacha.

         
         “Not so great,” admits Léonard.

         
         “I can imagine. And that’s normal, big guy. My mother died when I was about your age. I was seventeen, in fact. So I know
            what you’re going through, Léo. I remember crying my eyes out. I cried and cried. I couldn’t stop.”
         

         
         “I cry, too. And I have nightmares.”

         
         “Thank goodness Jorge came back. At least you can deal with the situation together. I was an only child.”

         
         “What about your dad?”

         
         “He died in the Algerian War. A little after I was born. I don’t remember him. . . . Well, ready to go, big guy?”

         
         Sacha leaves the house and Léonard lingers over Mona’s portrait. He picks up the frame and looks at it lovingly.

         
         I’ve cried my eyes out. . . .

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge checks the time on the Audi’s dashboard and realizes he’s a little late. Barely a half hour, but even that’s too much.

         
         He ran into traffic coming into the city.

         
         Finally, back in the open, he accelerates the Audi powerfully. Although he’s made the trip twice already, Jorge follows his
            GPS to avoid getting lost.
         

         
         At around noon, the car enters an industrial zone; Jorge takes several detours and even makes a few U-turns as a final check
            that no one is following him. Then he drives the car to a large warehouse.
         

         
         A blast on the horn and the door opens. He drives slowly into the building and stows the Audi next to the old Clio that’s
            been waiting patiently for his return.
         

         
         He checks the time on the clock: He’s forty minutes late. A man with a huge scar on his right cheek walks up to him, and Jorge
            gets out of the car to shake his hand.
         

         
         “Everything go well?”

         
         “No issues,” replies Jorge. “Sorry for the delay.”

         
         “No problem.”

         
         An accomplice with a shaved head approaches the Audi, and Jorge lights a cigarette as he waits for the operation to be completed.

         
         The guy dismantles the driver’s seat, lifts the floor mat, and unscrews a metal plate that covers a hidden compartment.

         
         He turns to Scarface and gives a nod. Scarface grabs a large duffel bag from the bed of a pickup truck and hands it to Jorge.
            “Take a look,” he says.
         

         
         Jorge places the bag on the hood of the Clio and opens it to take inventory. After a few seconds, he frowns.

         
         “This wasn’t in the plan—”

         
         “A little bonus!” Scarface smiles. “It’s clean, as virginal as my little sister. Moncef thought you’d be pleased, but if you
            don’t want it . . .”
         

         
         Jorge hesitates for a moment, then closes the bag and throws it into the trunk of the Clio. He shakes hands with both men,
            and Scarface adds, “I have some more work for you, if you’re interested.”
         

         
         “We said three trips, and I think I’ll stop here.”

         
         “As you wish. But if you change your mind, you know how to reach me.”

         
         “Okay,” agrees Jorge. “I won’t forget.”

         
         He climbs back into his Clio and backs out of the warehouse, the door closing behind him. After thousands of miles behind
            the wheel of a luxury car, he now feels like he’s driving a tractor. But his heart is light.
         

         
         Mission accomplished.

         
         All he has to do is get back to Granviller, and in about four hundred miles, he’ll be reunited with Léonard.

         
         *  *  *

         When the Clio pulls up in front of the house, it’s already dark. Léonard turns on the porch light and greets his brother at
            the door.
         

         
         “Hi, Lennie, how are you?”

         
         “Good, Jorge. How about you? Not too tired?”

         
         Jorge’s features are drawn, his eyes rimmed red by a sleepless night behind the wheel of the Audi.

         
         “No, I’m fine!” he claims.

         
         “I saved you a piece of pizza,” says Léonard.

         
         “Did Sacha come over for dinner?”

         
         “Yes, he left just a little while ago.”

         
         Jorge puts the gym bag on the coffee table and pours himself a glass of water.

         
         “Come sit with me, Lennie. I have something to tell you.”

         
         Intrigued, Léonard sits down on the couch. “What’s with the bag?”

         
         “I won’t go into the details, but I want you to know that what’s inside is precious.”

         
         “Precious? Like . . . jewelry?”

         
         “Even more precious. Inside this bag is everything we need to be able to take off if I’m unlucky and the judge tries to send
            me back to prison,” answers Jorge.
         

         
         “Take off?”

         
         “Escape, if you prefer.”

         
         Léonard contemplates the bag, eyebrows furrowed.

         
         “What’s inside?”

         
         “Enough to leave the region, or even the country.”

         
         Léonard racks his brains to guess the contents. “It’s money!” he suddenly exclaims.

         
         Jorge smiles. “Yes, and not only money,” he says. “So I’m going to stash this bag and I want you to know where it is. That
            way, if I call you one day and say, Grab the bag and meet me at such and such a place, you will.”
         

         
         “Yes, Jorge. I will.”

         
         “We just have to find a good hiding place.”

         
         “Under the bed?”

         
         “It needs to be better than that. Because if someone breaks into the house, I don’t want them finding it and taking it.”

         
         Léonard thinks for a moment before saying, “We could bury it in the garden, couldn’t we?”

         
         “Good idea,” agrees Jorge. “Great idea, brother. And will you remember where it’s buried in two months or three years?”

         
         “Should we put a planter over it?”

         
         “Okay,” says Jorge. “We’ll do it tomorrow morning. We’ll dig a hole, put the bag in it, and push a big planter over it. But
            I want you to swear not to look in that bag, Lennie—not unless I ask you to.”
         

         
         “I promise, Jorge. I’ll even swear. But . . . the judge, he’s not going to send you back to prison, is he?”

         
         Jorge lights a cigarette and tries to reassure his brother. “It’s a long shot, but you never know. If I lose my job, or if
            I make a mistake. . . . If that happens, I’ve decided not to go back to prison if I have time to choose. I’ve decided we’ll
            both go on the run. So that you don’t get put in an institution and we don’t get separated. That is, if it’s all right with
            you, Lennie. Because I won’t force you to come with me, you know.”
         

         
         “Me, too. I’d rather come with you than have us be separated. And I won’t forget where the bag is, that’s for sure.”
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         “How about we go out tonight?”

         
         Léonard looks at his brother in astonishment. “Where would we go?”

         
         “I saw this new restaurant that just opened in the village, not far from Sacha’s workshop. It’s called Les Délices—looks great!”

         
         “Yeah, I’ve seen it, too,” says Léonard.

         
         “We could try it for dinner. What do you say? I’m not working tonight, and you’ve worked hard today. We deserve to relax a
            little!”
         

         
         Léonard seems ill at ease.

         
         “I want to take my mind off things. You’ve been to a restaurant before, haven’t you?”

         
         “Yes,” Léonard confirms. “Once or twice, I remember.”

         
         “You never went with Mona?”

         
         “She said it was too expensive. And we didn’t have the money. Why don’t we go into town?”

         
         “Because if I’m going to have a drink, it’s better if I don’t have to drive too far. Come on, let’s get dressed.”

         
         They go upstairs. Jorge heads to the bathroom for a shower, while Léonard opens his wardrobe and thinks about the right outfit
            for the occasion. But all his outfits look the same. A few out-of-style sweaters, T-shirts, sweatshirts, and hoodies. He chooses
            his favorite and puts it on in front of the mirror. He looks at his prison scars, still visible.
         

         
         They’ll never go away.

         
         He thinks of Achour, of Nanosh.

         
         Life’s a bitch, isn’t it, John?

         
         Death is even more of a bitch.

         
         Why does it keep taking away everyone he loves? It’s as if he were sowing death all around him.

         
         But tonight, Jorge wants to have fun, relax. So no more thoughts about death, or that boat on the ocean, or the mud of his
            nightmares.
         

         
         He goes into the bathroom without knocking. His brother emerges from the shower and wraps a towel around his waist, and Léonard
            plants himself in front of the mirror. He has to bend his knees a little to do his hair. Watching him spiff himself up like
            he was going to a ball, Jorge smiles.
         

         
         “You look very handsome!”

         
         “You think so?”

         
         “Yes, of course. Why?”

         
         Léonard pouts at his reflection.

         
         “I’m too tall. Plus, I don’t have a beard.”

         
         “So what? Would you rather be short and bearded?”

         
         “I don’t know—”

         
         “You’ll probably grow some more.”

         
         “How tall are you?”

         
         “Six feet.”

         
         “And me?”

         
         “Six foot three, I’d say—maybe a little more.”

         
         “But if I keep growing, I’ll hit the ceiling,” Léonard worries.

         
         “Don’t exaggerate!” Jorge laughs. “There’s room to spare!”

         
         “Am I dressed okay?”

         
         “You look great.”

         
         Jorge goes off to his own room and Léonard continues to look at his reflection.

         
         “You’re very handsome, John!”
         

         
         He poses, tries to smile. Despite his best efforts, his eyes remain sad.

         
         “What are you up to?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Nothing, just looking at myself.”

         
         “Okay, let’s go. Come on, Lennie, move it!”

         
          

         Jorge parks the Clio, taking care not to cross the yellow line. Then they walk side by side through the narrow streets. Léonard
            drags his feet.
         

         
         “I don’t think it’s a good idea. This village is full of people who don’t like us.”

         
         “And? Don’t we have the right to go out for a drink or a bite to eat? So fuck them, the bastards. You okay with that?”

         
         Léonard hesitates. “What if they say something bad about us or Mona?”

         
         “We’ll shut them up,” says Jorge.

         
         They pass the bar and Raymondi, smoking a cigarette on the patio, hurries back into his virtually empty premises. One street
            farther on and they’re at their destination. The new restaurant specializes in homestyle food, and it’s pretty large. Two
            tables are occupied: A quiet retired couple sits on one side, four rather noisy and quite tipsy men on the other. Among the
            men, Jorge recognizes the head of the local hunting club and the manager of the village hardware store. The faces of the other
            two aren’t familiar to him.
         

         
         “Good evening, gentlemen, welcome!” says the owner.

         
         She seats them near the entrance, then brings them menus and a plate of appetizers. “Today’s special is old-style blanquette de veau. Can I get you anything to drink?”
         

         
         They order a glass of Martini wine and a Coke. Jorge follows the restaurateur with his eyes as she goes behind her counter. She has to be in her early thirties, petite, light-eyed, and brunette. Jorge is spellbound. His brother glances around worriedly, fidgeting with the drawstring of his hood. 

         
         “Relax!” smiles Jorge. “Chill out a bit.”

         
         “Sacha made that wooden countertop. I know because it was me who sanded and varnished it!”

         
         “Really? That’s a nice piece of work.”

         
         Jorge reads through the menu while Léonard hides behind it. “Want me to tell you what it says?” suggests Jorge in a low voice.

         
         Léonard opts for a full-course meal that promises a world of wonders for his ferocious appetite. The owner returns with the
            drinks and writes down their order. She collects the menus and walks away again. One of the customers stops her with a wave
            of his arm. In a low voice, he makes a request that seems to surprise her. Their volume quickly escalates, which allows the
            brothers to overhear the conversation.
         

         
         “No, sir, I repeat, it’s not possible,” says the owner.

         
         “In that case, maybe we’re the ones who’ll be leaving!”

         
         “I’m really sorry, I can’t satisfy your request. But I still hope you enjoy your meal.”

         
         As she returns to the counter, she meets Jorge’s gaze, then immediately lowers her eyes.

         
         “What’s up with those guys?” asks Léonard.

         
         “Nothing, don’t worry,” Jorge reassures him. “Did you know that smoking used to be allowed in bars and restaurants?”

         
         “No kidding?”

         
         “Yes,” Jorge recalls with a sigh. “When I was your age, you could smoke just about anywhere, even on trains.”

         
         “I’ve never taken the train,” Léonard says regretfully. “Well, just the local train, two or three times, when Mom and I went
            to see the head specialist.”
         

         
         “The head specialist?”

         
         “The doctor who used to look into my brain. But he never saw anything inside.”

         
         Jorge can’t help but chuckle, and Léonard follows suit, letting his distinctive laugh echo around the room. The owner brings
            the table of four their starters, and one of the men again speaks to her in a low voice. This time, the restaurateur makes
            no secret of her annoyance.
         

         
         “It’s pointless to insist; I’m telling you it’s impossible. I’m not allowed to do that, anyway.”

         
         “That’s unbelievable!” exclaims the hardware store owner.

         
         “It’s the law, sir.”

         
         She heads back to the kitchen, and Jorge turns to his brother. “We’ll tell her you worked with Sacha on her counter—she’ll
            like that!”
         

         
         “They’re talking about us, aren’t they? The guys at the big table—”

         
         “Maybe,” concedes Jorge. “And what do you think they’re saying?”

         
         “Bad things, for sure.”

         
         “Well, let’s leave them to their talk while we enjoy some time together.”

         
         “Yes, Jorge. You’re right.”

         
         The hunter and one of his buddies head for the door, holding their packs of cigarettes. As they pass, one of them kicks Léonard’s
            chair.
         

         
         “Sorry!” Léonard says, pulling his chair closer to the table.

         
         The men go to stand just outside the doorway. Jorge stares at his brother. “It was on him to apologize, Lennie. Not you.”

         
         “But maybe . . . maybe I was in the way!”

         
         “No, he did it on purpose.”

         
         The young owner brings them their starters, as well as a basket of bread and the glass of wine Jorge ordered.

         
         “Bon appétit, gentlemen.”

         
         As soon as she’s out of earshot, Léonard leans over to his brother.

         
         “You think she’s pretty, don’t you?”

         
         “Yes, why?”

         
         “I see the way you look at her!” says Léonard teasingly.

         
         Outside, the two men crush out their cigarettes next to the ashtray, then come back inside. As they pass, another kick rattles
            Léonard’s chair. He has his glass of Coke in his hand and spills half of it on the tablecloth.
         

         
         “You should be more careful,” says Jorge, looking up. “That’s the second time.”

         
         “Oh, sorry!” sneers the hunter. “I’m really so-rree.”
         

         
         The man is in his fifties, wearing designer clothes and a Rolex on his wrist. His sidekick laughs as they join their friends.
            The restaurateur, who hasn’t missed a thing, rushes over to the Mathieu brothers, armed with a dish towel. She wipes the tablecloth
            and brings Léonard another soda.
         

         
         “Thank you, that’s very kind of you,” says Jorge.

         
         “You’re welcome, sir. It’s the least we can do.”

         
         The man with the Rolex calls out to her rudely to bring them another bottle of Saint-Émilion, and she leaves the brothers.

         
         “Why did that guy kick my chair?”

         
         Jorge sighs. “I think he knows who we are and wants to spoil our evening.”

         
         “We should go to Glen Affric,” Léonard declares. “We’ll be able to walk with our heads held high, just like you said.”

         
         “We can walk with our heads held high here, too,” retorts Jorge briskly. “I’d like to point out that I’m innocent and that
            you acted in self-defense.”
         

         
         “That’s true, but they think we’re delinquents.”

         
         “Not quite,” Jorge corrects him. “They think you’re a delinquent. They consider me a criminal. It’s much worse.”
         

         
         “What’s the difference?”

         
         “You’re a delinquent when you commit an offense: assault and battery, manslaughter, unarmed robbery, and plenty else. You’re a criminal when you commit a crime: murder, assassination, rape, armed robbery—” 

         
         “Oh, right. I understand better now. You’re good at explaining things.”

         
         “You talk about going to Glen Affric,” resumes Jorge. “But I heard you tell Mona that you didn’t want to leave our house.
            It was the night I went to get the pizzas, remember? When she told you she wanted us to leave Granviller and move to the city—”
         

         
         “That’s true,” admits Léonard. “I like our house. And I don’t want to go to an apartment in town. I wouldn’t like that. But
            going to Glen Affric? I’m all for that!”
         

         
         The guy with the Rolex raises his glass of Saint-Émilion. “To French justice!” he proclaims. “Which is so merciful to murderers!
            And lets them roam around town as they please!”
         

         
         “Yeah, to French justice!” says the man next to him. “And long live the abolition of the death penalty in this country! Making
            it so criminals can relax!”
         

         
         The retired couple stare at the boisterous men while Jorge closes his eyes for a second. Feeling that his nerves might soon
            betray him, he tries to remain calm. Léonard starts fidgeting in his chair again.
         

         
         “Don’t listen to them,” Jorge orders in a toneless voice.

         
         The two retirees ask for the check, clearly in a hurry to leave the restaurant.

         
         “Was your starter good?” he asks.

         
         “Yes,” says Léonard, nodding. “Almost as good as when Mona used to cook.”

         
         “Nothing will ever be as good as the meals she used to make us. Even if a Michelin-starred chef cooks them, right, Lennie?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge. It’ll never be as good. . . . When we get to Glen Affric, who’s going to put flowers on her grave?”

         
         “Well, we’ll come back from time to time.”

         
         “We won’t abandon her, then?”

         
         “No, Lennie, we’ll never abandon her. You can be sure of that.”

         
         The retired couple leaves the restaurant, and the temperature rises another notch. The guy with the Rolex stands up, another
            full glass in his hand. “I raise my glass to the families of the victims, who must be suffering all over again now.”
         

         
         “To the families of the victims!”

         
         Jorge grabs his glass of wine and stands up as well. “To the families of the victims,” he says in a deathly voice.

         
         The room falls completely silent. The men all stare at Jorge in horror. He holds their gaze, one after the other, waiting
            for their reaction.
         

         
         “And long live French justice, which sends innocent people to prison,” he adds.

         
         He sits back down. Léonard’s mouth is agape.

         
         “Damn, Jorge, you wiped the floor with them!” he says quietly.

         
         Whispers start again from the table of four, and the restaurant owner returns to the two brothers with their main courses.

         
         “They wanted me to refuse to serve you,” she says in a low voice.

         
         “I got that. And thank you for not letting them have their way,” replies Jorge.

         
         “I’m not allowed to.”

         
         “But did you want to?”

         
         “Not really. But try not to start a public brawl,” she adds with a smile. “My furniture is brand new!”

         
         “I promise I won’t. Actually, my brother here helped make your countertop.”

         
         “Really? I love it—it’s superb!”

         
         “Thank you, ma’am.”

         
         “I’m going to treat you to dessert on the house, young man!”

         
         She goes back behind her counter and Léonard glances at the enemy table.

         
         “They don’t look happy at all.”

         
         “I bet they don’t!” Jorge laughs. “Come on, let’s forget about them, okay? Tell me what Sacha got you to do today.”

         
         “I sanded a . . .” Léonard racks his brain for the name of the piece of furniture he’d worked on all morning. “A standing
            man!” he shouts finally.
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Well, it’s a kind of small cupboard, with a door at the top and another at the bottom. And then we delivered a chest of drawers
            covered in gilding.”
         

         
         “You must see some nice houses, right?”

         
         “Sometimes, yes. But this time, we were taking it to an antique dealer. To his store.”

         
         The guy with the Rolex and his buddy get up again to go smoke. Jorge stares at them as they pass behind Léonard’s chair.

         
         “You should have seen what was in the store!” continues Léonard. “Piles of antique furniture, as Sacha calls it. And then
            there were gilded mirrors and crystal things, and even old pistols like you see in the movies!”
         

         
         “It’s good you’re working,” says Jorge, taking a sip of wine.

         
         “I saved all the money,” Léonard replies proudly. “It’ll come in handy for Glen Affric.”

         
         “For sure. But you’re entitled to enjoy it a little!”

         
         “Yes. And Victoria’s birthday is coming up. So I’m thinking about buying her a present, but . . . I don’t know what to get
            her.”
         

         
         “Well, you must know better than me what she likes, right? Jewelry? Books, maybe?”

         
         “Oh, she loves books.”

         
         “We could pop into town this weekend. That way, you can buy her a book or some other gift. I’m off on Saturday.”

         
         “That’d be cool!”

         
         The two men come back inside, and the owner of the hunting club kicks Léonard’s chair again. With a look, Jorge orders Léonard
            to react.
         

         
         “You should be more careful, sir,” says Léonard in an uncertain voice.

         
         “You talking to me?” asks the customer.

         
         “Get up, Lennie. Stand up to answer him.”

         
         Léonard obeys, unfurling his almost six-foot-four frame to face his attacker. “Yes, sir, I’m talking to you. You should be
            careful when you pass. Because you keep knocking into my chair.”
         

         
         “That’s because you’re in the wrong place! Because you shouldn’t actually be here.”

         
         Léonard’s gaze becomes evasive.

         
         “It wasn’t me what chose this place,” he says finally.

         
         “Wasn’t me what . . .” mimics the hunter.
         

         
         Léonard dances from one foot to the other, not sure what to do with his body. The customer looks at him with a smirk. “Did me hit your chair? I is sorry to hear that!”
         

         
         The two men laugh and return to their desserts. Léonard hears the laughter of the diners at the other table and considers
            his brother’s tense face.
         

         
         “I’m not very good at speaking,” he says apologetically.

         
         “You did very well,” claims Jorge.

         
         From the other side of the room, the jokes fly.

         
         “Me ate well!”
         

         
         “I is not hungry anymore!” chuckles another. “Me have a full belly!”
         

         
         “And me drank too much, damn it!”
         

         
         Jorge calls the owner over and asks for the check.

         
         “I hope you enjoyed your dinner,” she says ruefully.

         
         “The meal was excellent,” replies Jorge. “The atmosphere was . . . less delicious. But that’s not your fault, and we’ll be
            back.”
         

         
         She brings the credit card machine and Jorge pays, leaving a substantial tip. As they’re about to leave, the restaurateur
            offers them a digestif.
         

         
         “On the house!” she announces with a charming smile.

         
         She moves away to get the check ready for the other table, and Léonard keeps his head down.

         
         “Look at me, Lennie.”

         
         He lifts his chin, and his big, sad eyes look into his brother’s.

         
         “You have nothing to be ashamed of,” says Jorge.

         
         “I don’t know how to talk like those people.”

         
         “You’re better than they are. Much better, believe me.”

         
         “Me can’t find the car keys!”
         

         
         “You’re only saying that because I’m your brother.”

         
         “No, I’m saying it because it’s true. They’re imbeciles, people with no manners. They’re less than nothing. You’re genuine.”

         
         “Me not have enough money to pay the check!”
         

         
         “What does that mean, Jorge?”

         
         “It means you’re sincere, that you do your best. That you’ve managed to become a good person, even though you got off to a
            bad start in life.”
         

         
         “That’s because Mona pulled me out of the ground.”

         
         “No. It’s because you made an effort and because you fought.”

         
         “Me feel like going for a drink, don’t you?”
         

         
         “Mona supported you, that’s for sure, but you did your part along the way,” Jorge says. “You’re always ready to help others.
            You’re a good person. Generous and courageous.”
         

         
         “It’s called courage, John,” Léonard mutters.
         

         
         “What did you say?”

         
         “Nanosh—he said I was brave, too. He said John was brave.”

         
         “Your buddy was right.”

         
         Jorge swallows his liqueur.

         
         “Can we go?” begs Léonard.

         
         Jorge takes a look at the enemy table. “I don’t want us to leave at the same time they do. They’re totally plastered, so it’s
            best we don’t bump into them on the street.”
         

         
         The restaurateur shows her troublesome customers out. Léonard and his brother wait for the group to be gone before taking
            their leave.
         

         
         “Thank you, gentlemen,” says the owner as she opens the door.

         
         “Thank you,” replies Jorge. “I don’t know what they said about us, but—”

         
         With a wave of her hand, the young woman indicates she doesn’t wish to hear any more.

         
         “See you soon,” Jorge says in thanks.

         
          

         Once outside, the two brothers light up cigarettes. “That was a strange evening. But I hope you enjoyed the meal all the same?”

         
         “It was good,” says Léonard. “And it was good to be with you.”

         
         Jorge puts an arm around his shoulders.

         
         “What did I say wrong in the restaurant?” asks Léonard.

         
         “When you’re not sure of yourself, make a simpler sentence that you know won’t be wrong. Back there you said ‘It wasn’t me
            what’ instead of ‘It wasn’t me who.’ You don’t say ‘what chose’; you say ‘who chose.’ So you should have said: ‘It wasn’t
            me who chose this place.’”
         

         
         “It wasn’t me who,” Léonard repeats dutifully. “It wasn’t me who chose . . . to be a retard!”
         

         
         “Stop it, Lennie!” Jorge sighs. “You’re not a retard.”

         
         They turn right and walk past the back of the restaurant. Through an open window, they see the restaurateur cleaning up her kitchen. Jorge waves to her, and she smiles back. 

         
         “Jorge . . .”

         
         Fascinated by the young woman, Jorge pays no attention to his brother.

         
         “Jorge!”

         
         “What?”

         
         Turning his head, he sees the group of four at the end of the alley.

         
         “Shit . . .”

         
         The men are sitting on the low wall around the bar’s patio.

         
         “Do we turn back?” whispers Léonard.

         
         “It’s a dead end,” Jorge points out. “We’ll ignore them, and whatever they say, we stay calm, okay?”

         
         “We stay calm,” repeats his brother.

         
         Hands in their pockets, they walk on as if nothing were amiss. As they get nearer, the four men straddle the road, blocking
            their path.
         

         
         “We stay calm,” mutters Léonard, though his heart is beating much too fast.

         
         Jorge quickly realizes that the two of them may have to push the men aside to clear a path. “Excuse us,” he says. “We’d like
            to get through.” 
         

         
         “What would you do to a couple of girl-killers walking around as if they owned the place?” the hunter asks one of his friends.

         
         “Me? I’d chop their balls off.”

         
         “We’d like to get through,” Jorge repeats calmly.

         
         “And we don’t want garbage on our streets,” the hardware store owner spits back.

         
         The fourth man remains silent but stares at them with such hatred that Léonard starts to shake.

         
         “I don’t give a shit what you think,” says Jorge. “We just want to go home, okay?”

         
         “Even your mother preferred dying to having to see your face!” says the guy with the Rolex. “You even killed your own mother!”

         
         Jorge senses he’s nearing his breaking point. But getting into a fight here and now would be like buying a one-way ticket
            to prison and abandoning Léonard.
         

         
         “Jorge didn’t kill my mother!” Léonard suddenly exclaims.

         
         “Shut your face, retard!”

         
         “Come on, Lennie, let’s go.”

         
         Jorge tries to break through the roadblock, closely followed by his colossal brother. But the blows begin to rain down on
            his head, his back, his neck. He quickly collapses. In a panic, Léonard retreats at full speed. The four guys continue to
            pound away at Jorge. He protects himself as best he can but doesn’t fight back.
         

         
         “Stop!” shouts Léonard. “Stop hitting him!”

         
         His fists are clenched; he can hardly breathe. He stands watching impotently while his brother takes a beating.

         
         “No!”

         
         A few yards behind him, the restaurateur grabs her cell phone and calls the police. That’s when Léonard pounces on the attackers
            with the roar of an enraged beast.
         

         
         “Get your hands off my brother!”

         
         He swings his powerful arms around and blindly lashes out like a wild beast running amok. His fists collide with faces, chests,
            and heads. He bellows in anger and lunges out to punch anything that moves. He takes a few hits that he doesn’t even feel,
            striking back harder and harder.
         

         
         “Stop it, Lennie!” orders Jorge. “Stop it!”

         
         Jorge grabs his brother by the shoulders, gets thrown backward by an elbow, and falls onto the cobblestones. He gets right
            back up again and returns to the charge. “Lennie, stop! Stop!”
         

         
         Finally, Léonard grinds to a halt. He’s the last one standing. At his feet are four bodies, two of them unresponsive. The other two victims are groaning in pain. 

         
         “Calm down, for Christ’s sake!”

         
         Léonard starts crying and rests his forehead against his brother’s bloodied face.

         
         “It’s going to be okay,” Jorge murmurs. “It’s going to be okay. . . .”
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         It’s three in the morning when Jorge and Léonard leave the police station. With weary steps, they return to their car parked
            in the center of the village. Jorge has a large bandage on his forehead; his back screams with pain, his knee is badly swollen,
            and he struggles to walk.
         

         
         “Are they going to send us back to prison?”

         
         “No, Lennie. It’s all been sorted out. Don’t worry.”

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “Yes, you have nothing more to fear.”

         
         And yet, it hadn’t looked good for them. The police arrested them and immediately took them into custody. Captain Solers was
            clearly delighted to have them at his mercy. Even Commander Caron, their new brigade leader, got out of bed for the occasion.
            The brothers were guilty even before they opened their mouths. Guilty of knocking out four men who loudly claimed they’d been
            assaulted for no reason by the Mathieu brothers.
         

         
         If it hadn’t been for Lola Tournier, the restaurateur, Jorge and Léonard would already be at the prison gates. Thanks to her
            statement to the police, Léonard was deemed to be acting in self-defense, and the so-called victims were unmasked as drunken
            assailants. Solers was even forced to invite Jorge to press charges against the owner of the hunting club and his associates.
            Jorge decided his answer would depend on the severity of his injuries, as he didn’t want to trigger further controversy in
            the village.
         

         
         They climb into the Clio and set off for their old house in complete silence. Jorge parks the car but doesn’t get out immediately.

         
         “Lennie, thank you for your help last night. Thank you for not letting them slaughter me.”

         
         “No one has the right to hurt you. No one touches my brother.”

         
         Jorge turns his battered face toward Léonard and flashes him a smile.

         
         “You gave those bastards quite a beating, huh, Lennie?”

         
         “Yeah, I bashed their stupid faces in! Nobody touches my brother! And no one says bad things about my mother.”

         
         “You know, I’m really sorry you had to put up with all that stuff because of me.”

         
         “It’s not your fault.”

         
         “Maybe, but it all comes down to me and my history. In the cell, I mulled it over and I don’t think we’ll ever have any peace
            as long as we stay in Granviller. I thought things would calm down, but . . . I think we need to get away from this village.”
         

         
         “Are we going to Glen Affric, then?”

         
         “No, Lennie, not yet. I’m on parole, remember? The judge won’t let me leave the country.”

         
         Disappointed, Léonard fidgets with his hoodie drawstring.

         
         “We could just move away from Granviller,” continues Jorge, “but stay in the region. And then, when I’m completely free and
            we have enough money, we can go wherever we want.”
         

         
         “When will that be?”

         
         “Six years from now.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge. Six years is fine.”

         
         “All right. So I suggest we clean up this old place, give the walls a lick of paint, and then sell it.”

         
         Léonard’s face darkens. “This was Mom’s house. Mine, too.”

         
         “Yes, Lennie, I know. This is the house where you and I grew up, even if it wasn’t at the same time. It’s a house where we have lots of memories, but—” 

         
         “This is our home. I don’t want to go live in an apartment. And I have Victoria and I have Sacha here.”

         
         Jorge thinks for a moment, despite the fatigue fogging his brain.

         
         “What do you say we rent it out for now? That way, it would still belong to us. And the rent would mean we could live elsewhere,
            in another house with a yard. I don’t think we’d have to go very far to be able to live in peace. That way, you can still
            see Sacha and Victoria, just a little less often.”
         

         
         Léonard seems lost. Jorge patiently reassures him.

         
         “Okay,” Léonard finally concedes. “If you say we’ll be better off, and if the house is still ours, I agree.”

         
         “Perfect. In that case, we’ll rent it out.”

         
         “Should we clean up and repaint the walls?”

         
         “Now?” says Jorge, surprised. “No, now we’re going to get some sleep!”

         
         “Yes, Jorge. We’re gonna sleep. Then we clean up and paint.”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge leaves the house for work a little early one evening. He drives across the village and parks as close as possible to
            the restaurant. He makes his way to the entrance on foot and finds the bistro deserted. As soon as he enters, Lola comes to
            greet him.
         

         
         “Good evening.”

         
         “Good evening,” she replies.

         
         He’s dressed in his black uniform and boots, and she looks him up and down.

         
         “I wanted to thank you for testifying on our behalf,” he says.

         
         “All I did was tell the truth.”

         
         “And that’s no small thing, you know. No customers tonight?”

         
         “Unfortunately not. Looks like I opened for nothing!”

         
         He hands her a package.

         
         “For me?” she says in surprise.

         
         “It’s not much.”

         
         She removes the wrapping paper to reveal a small wooden chest, its lid carved and inlaid with patterns in mother-of-pearl.

         
         “It’s wonderful!”

         
         “It’s to put restaurant menus in—or anything else you want. It’ll look great on your countertop. My brother restored it.”

         
         “That means a lot to me, Jorge. Thank you.”

         
         Hearing his first name on this young woman’s lips gives him a sweet sensation.

         
         “And how are you?” she asks, looking at the bandage on his forehead.

         
         “I’m okay, still standing. A lot of aches and pains, but nothing too serious.”

         
         “Your brother’s impressive when he’s angry!”

         
         “He’s sweet, actually. Gentle as a lamb! Except when anyone hurts the people he loves. . . . Well, I really have to get to
            work.”
         

         
         “You work nights?”

         
         “Yes. I’m a security guard. It’s not easy to find a job after you get out of prison,” he explains.

         
         “I understand. You know, I haven’t been in the village very long but I’ve already heard a lot about you.”

         
         “I’m sure you have!” says Jorge, embarrassed.

         
         “Some people say you’re innocent, that you were wrongly convicted.”

         
         “Really?” the young man says, astonished. “I bet they’re not in the majority.”

         
         “That’s true. Most people think you’re guilty and should still be behind bars.”

         
         “And which camp are you in?”

         
         “I don’t know you and I don’t know much about this whole business. So I don’t have a strong opinion on the matter. I figure you’ve served a long sentence and, unless I’m mistaken, that means you’ve paid your debt to society. That’s how justice works in our country, right?” 

         
         “Wise words. It’s so rare to hear someone reason like that. . . . Look, I really have to run now!”

         
         They stare into each other’s eyes, and a powerful wave of electricity surges through them. Jorge hesitates before taking the
            plunge. “I’d love to . . .”
         

         
         An invisible force draws them together. Without even realizing it, they’ve drawn so close together they’re almost touching.

         
         “No, nothing, forget it,” says Jorge finally. “Thanks again.”

         
         He pushes open the door when, suddenly, Lola whispers. “Tomorrow’s my day off. My cell phone number is on the restaurant menu.”

         
         *  *  *

         It’s barely midnight and the night has never seemed so long. Maybe because his aches and pains make it hard for him to work.
            Or maybe it’s because he can’t wait for tomorrow.
         

         
         He begins his rounds, slowly inspecting the site by the light of his Maglite. Apart from a stray cat, he doesn’t come across
            a soul, and he returns to his little room.
         

         
         Alone in the prefab, Jorge’s thoughts keep returning to Lola. He remembers the last time he felt a woman’s body under his
            fingers. Sarah’s diaphanous skin, before she was raped and brutally murdered.
         

         
         It was over sixteen years ago.

         
         It was a lifetime ago.

         
         It was in another life.

         
         It was another him.

         
         A man who’d never known prison, confinement, despair, or injustice.

         
         Alone in the construction site shack, Jorge wonders if he’ll ever be able to love again.

         
         *  *  *

         Alone in his room, alone in the middle of the ocean.

         
         Forced aboard his frail skiff, Léonard struggles against the elements that rage around him. He knows that death will soon
               lose patience and claim its due. Just as the boat capsizes and he sinks into the icy waters, Léonard opens his eyes. As with every night when his brother’s not there, he gets up and crosses the hall. He opens the door to Mona’s room, turns
            on the bedside lamp, and collapses on the bed.
         

         
         “Why did you leave? It’s because of me, isn’t it? Is it because I pushed you and you hit your head?”

         
         He hugs the pillow and checks the clock radio. It’s barely two, and Léonard knows he’ll have trouble getting back to sleep
            before Jorge returns.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Mom. I wanted you to come to Glen Affric with us. That’s what I wanted.”

         
         Eyes open, he watches the shadows dance around him.

         
         “Talk to me,” he begs. “Tell me the story. . . .”

         
         But tonight, Mona refuses to talk to him.

         
         “You’re mad at me, aren’t you? I didn’t do it on purpose, Mom! How can I go on without you? I tell Jorge I’m okay, but I’m
            not. I’m not, I . . . I tell him, so that I don’t make him feel bad, but it isn’t true.”
         

         
         He feels the tears flood his face and he wipes them away on the sheets.

         
         “Sometimes I think it’d be better if it had been me. Me in the grave and you in the house with Jorge. . . .”

         
         Léonard unfolds his limbs and opens the window. An army of insects sting his arms and legs. They enter his head to bite at his brain. He takes his head in his hands, presses on his temples. He promised Jorge he wouldn’t do it again. No more hurting himself, no more cuts. 

         
         He promised, yes. But how else can he get rid of the horror devouring his brain and heart?

         
         He turns to the wall and punches it violently. One pain to mask another. A second blow, then a third.

         
         Right, left, right, left.

         
         A clumsy boxer, Léonard slams his fists against the wall in total silence, until his skin bursts and his blood stains the
            faded wallpaper. Feeling dizzy, he staggers a little before collapsing onto the mattress.
         

         
         “Talk to me!” he pleads.

         
         Arsène climbs onto the bed to join him. Léonard snuggles up to the animal and closes his eyes. Gradually, his breathing calms
            down.
         

         
         “I can’t fall asleep or I’ll end up back on the water or in the mud—”

         
         Suddenly, a miracle.

         
         His mother’s voice finally echoes in his head.

         
         I went down into the ditch with the little boy, and he tried to run away—

         
         “But you managed to catch him and held him in your arms.”

         
         Yes, I held him in my arms. He screamed, he struggled—

         
         “He even bit you and scratched you. Like an animal—”

         
         Like an animal, yes. I spoke to him gently and he eventually calmed down.

         
         “Yes, you spoke gently to me, and I calmed down.”

         
         Léonard falls asleep.

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge takes off his boots before climbing the stairs. He glances into his mother’s room. The bedside lamp is on, but Léonard is asleep, Mona’s pillow between his arms. Arsène meows softly, and Jorge pets him. He sits down in the armchair by the window and watches his brother for a moment. He notices Léonard’s bloody knuckles and frowns. Even after the fight, they weren’t that damaged. “What have you done now?” he mutters. 

         
         Then he spots the bloodstains on the wallpaper.

         
         “Harming yourself, Lennie—it won’t bring her back.”

         
         “Mona, she talks to me every night when you’re not here.”

         
         Jorge realizes his brother has opened his eyes.

         
         “I come in here and she talks to me.”

         
         “And what does she say to you?” asks Jorge in a low voice.

         
         “She tells me the story. Of the little boy in the ditch. It’s a beautiful story, you know.”

         
         “Do you want to tell it to me?”

         
         “Yes, I’d like that.”

         
         Jorge takes off his jacket and lies down beside his brother.

         
         “It was a Thursday morning, November 6. It was raining a little, but it wasn’t cold—”
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         “Lennie!”

         
         “Yes, Jorge?”

         
         “Could you please not leave your shoes all over the house?”

         
         Slumped on the sofa, Léonard unfolds his limbs. He picks up the two pairs of shoes and stows them in the cabinet in the entrance
            hall.
         

         
         “And remember, it’s your turn to do the dishes today.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge.”

         
         “And that reminds me, you might also want to think about cleaning the shower after you use it.”

         
         Léonard rolls his eyes. “Okay, Jorge.”

         
         Since yesterday, his brother has been in a foul mood. He has his phone constantly in his hand, as if waiting for a call. He
            sighs and speaks sharply and has a deep bitterness in his eyes. Whenever Léonard nicely asks him what he’s so upset about,
            he’s sent packing.
         

         
         Léonard turns off the TV and goes upstairs. He takes a look at the shower and doesn’t think it’s that dirty, but gives it
            a quick blast anyway to please his big brother. Then he takes refuge in his bedroom, where a dozing Arsène occupies the middle
            of the bed. Léonard gently pushes the cat over and lies down.
         

         
         “What’s Jorge so upset about?”

         
         His faithful companion stretches, digging his claws into the comforter, then curls up against him.

         
         “You don’t know, do you? Well, me neither. I hope it’s not because of that fight the other night—not because of the police.”

         
         Slowly, Léonard falls asleep.

         
         One floor down, Jorge sits, smoking a cigarette, eyes glued to his phone. The day before, he called Lola, got her voicemail
            and left a message saying he wanted to see her, get coffee together. Twice during the day, he tried his luck again.
         

         
         To no avail.

         
         She didn’t pick up or call him back.

         
         She’s probably changed her mind.

         
         She probably doesn’t want to be seen with him.

         
         But her silence and indifference are the worst kind of insult. He feels wounded, feels that he’s been condemned once again
            for a crime he didn’t commit.
         

         
         Suddenly, his cell phone vibrates. It’s a text message from Lola. He prepares himself for the worst, a few terse words, some
            fake excuse, as his last hopes go up in flames.
         

         
         Hi Jorge, I got your message and I’m sorry I haven’t called you back. To be honest, I took some time to think about it. But
               actually, I would like to have coffee with you this afternoon before the restaurant opens. I’m free until six. Of course,
               I understand if you don’t feel like it, and even if you don’t reply. Lola.

         
         Jorge smiles. At least she’s honest and doesn’t try to make up some silly excuse.

         
         She had hesitated for a long time. And Jorge can understand why. He’s not just any old guy. His reputation as a murderer precedes—and
            follows—him like an evil shadow.
         

         
         If he were a woman, he’d probably run away.

         
         He starts writing his reply, pauses over his choice of words, goes back and rereads it a dozen times before sending it. He
            decides it’s better to keep things simple and wait until they’re face-to-face to tell her what’s on his mind.
         

         
         Hi Lola, thanks for replying and for being honest. I don’t blame you for taking the time to think about it. I’d love to grab a cup of coffee with you this afternoon. Tell me where and what time and I’ll be there. Jorge.

         
         He lights another cigarette while he waits for her reply. There aren’t many public places for coffee around here. Raymondi’s
            bar, Granviller’s other bistro—a veritable meeting place for hunters—or a tiny bookshop café just four miles away.
         

         
         This time, Jorge doesn’t have to wait long for an answer. Lola tells him to meet her in the nearby village of Haudeval in
            an hour.
         

         
         He takes a shower, chooses a black shirt, jeans, and a light cologne. Then he knocks on his brother’s bedroom door.

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         He enters and sees Léonard on the bed.

         
         “I’m going out.”

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         “I have a date with a girl.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes,” Jorge says, smiling. “The restaurant owner.”

         
         Léonard sits on the edge of the bed.

         
         “What’s her name?”

         
         “Lola.”

         
         “That’s pretty. And she’s pretty, too. I’m happy for you, Jorge.”

         
         “Thank you, Lennie. I’ll be home for dinner. How do I look?”

         
         Léonard looks him up and down.

         
         “You’re supersexy, Jorge. She’s gonna bite, for sure.”

         
         His brother starts laughing.

         
         “Thanks, Lennie. See you later.”

         
         “Good luck.”

         
         Léonard lies back on the bed and pets Arsène.

         
         “Now I know why Jorge was stressed.” He sighs. “If she breaks his heart, he’ll be sad. And so will I . . .”

         
         *  *  *

         “I told my folks I was going to my friend Jade’s house to study!” says Victoria.

         
         She bowls into the dining room and Léonard closes the door. She puts her arms around his neck and kisses him before throwing
            her backpack into the middle of the living room.
         

         
         “One day, they’ll know you’re lying,” predicts Léonard.

         
         “No, they’re too busy with work; they won’t notice a thing. Don’t worry! Is your brother here?”

         
         “No, he’s with a girl.”

         
         “Oh, yeah? Who?”

         
         “Her name is Lola. She owns the restaurant near Sacha’s workshop.”

         
         “Les Délices? I’ve been there with my parents. She sure is pretty. Are they dating?”

         
         “I’m not too sure. It all just happened.”

         
         “What’s with your face?” Victoria says, only just noticing.

         
         “I got in a fight—”

         
         “Again?” she exclaims.

         
         Léonard tells her about the evening at the restaurant and the time spent in the station. Victoria keeps shaking her head dejectedly.

         
         “What jerks. Was your brother injured?”

         
         “No, he’s okay. I think he hurt his back. And his knee.”

         
         “Why didn’t he press charges?”

         
         “He says it’s to not  . . .” Léonard is at a loss for words once again. “To not . . . exasperate the situation?”
         

         
         “Exacerbate the situation,” Victoria offers.
         

         
         “Exacerbate the situation,” Léonard agrees. “Can you stay late tonight?”

         
         “No, I have to be home by six.” She sighs, fixing her hair. “I have a piano lesson this evening. When I get my scooter, it’ll be easier for me to come and see you—did I tell you? My parents are going to give me one for my fourteenth birthday. It’s already in the garage, in fact. I can’t wait!” 

         
         She shows him photos of the two-wheeler and Léonard wonders how he could ever rival such a gift.

         
         “Jorge taught me to drive,” he says proudly.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes. We went to an empty parking lot, and he showed me how it’s done. He says I’m not too bad. But I’m still not allowed
            to take the car if he’s not there.”
         

         
         “Don’t even think about it! If you get caught driving a car without a license, you’ll pay big-time.”

         
         “I know,” Léonard reassures her. “But Jorge says that if we do this once in a while, I’ll have a better chance of passing
            my driving test.”
         

         
         Victoria is restless. She gets to her feet.

         
         “Let’s go for a walk!”

         
         Léonard contemplates her with a blissful smile on his face. She has so much energy; she’s so strong-willed. And each day,
            he finds her prettier than the day before.
         

         
         “Lennie, hello! Are you there?” She laughs.

         
         He loves to hear her laugh. It soothes his aches and pains and keeps his nightmares at bay. Her laughter is like a protective
            wall, a shield.
         

         
         “That’s the first time you ever called me Lennie.”

         
         “Yeah. But I like it. Do you mind?”

         
         “No. All words are beautiful when you say them.”

         
         *  *  *

         They talk for an hour. Or rather, Jorge listens as Lola tells him why she left the capital after her divorce to settle in
            their remote village and open this restaurant. She’s known Granviller since she was a child, because one of her aunts lived
            there.
         

         
         “I spent the best vacations of my life there!” she swears. “And when I started thinking about the perfect spot to start again from scratch, I said to myself, Granviller’s the place. . . .” 

         
         For the past hour, Jorge has been devouring her with his eyes.

         
         “Would you like another coffee?”

         
         “Sure, why not?”

         
         He nods and orders two more ristretti.

         
         “So, I’ve been here for six months, and now I pray that my restaurant will work out and that I’ll be able to pay back the
            astronomical bank loan!” she says, laughing.
         

         
         “I hope so, too,” replies Jorge. “And . . . do you have anyone in your life right now?”

         
         “My restaurant,” she says with a small smile. “No one else! I did meet a guy shortly after I got here. But it didn’t last.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         Lola sighs. “Because he was a jerk.”

         
         “There are a few of those in the village!” notes Jorge.

         
         “Like everywhere, I think. But with him, I hit the jerk jackpot. A month later, it was over. He still hangs around, but he’ll
            get the message eventually.”
         

         
         “Do I know him?”

         
         “Maybe—definitely!” replies Lola with obvious unease. “But I don’t want to talk about him. In fact, I’ve been talking for
            the last hour! Tell me about yourself.”
         

         
         “It’s a very long story, you know. Very long and not very cheerful.”

         
         “Well—how about a summary?”

         
         “I’ll try,” replies Jorge.

         
         The coffees arrive, giving him a little breathing space. Lola is hanging on his every word, but Jorge doesn’t detect any morbid
            curiosity in her eyes. No sensation-seeking.
         

         
         “I was in love with a girl named Sarah. When I found out she was cheating on me with my best friend, we had a huge fight. She and I fought; he and I fought. A few days later, they were both murdered. Everything pointed to me. Absolutely everything: perfect motive, no alibi, the ideal culprit—so the court handed me twenty-two years. And while I was in prison, my parents adopted my brother, the kid you saw at the restaurant. His name is Léonard. My mother found him on the side of the road, and we never discovered who his real parents were. He’s mentally disabled because he was abused.” 

         
         Jorge takes a sip of coffee before continuing.

         
         “While I was in prison, my father took his own life, because of me—because of my conviction. Disgrace, rumors, financial trouble . . .”

         
         Lola’s hand tightens on the cup.

         
         “I served sixteen years in prison, and I got out a few months ago. I’m on parole, so not quite free yet. My mother just . . .
            my mother just died and now I’m responsible for looking after my brother. If I lose my job or do anything stupid, I’ll go
            back to prison, and Lennie will be put in an institution. There, now you know pretty much everything.”
         

         
         “Is that why you didn’t defend yourself the other night?”

         
         “That’s why, yes. I’m allowed to take a beating, but I don’t have the right to retaliate.”

         
         “You’re right, your story isn’t very cheerful,” says Lola with an embarrassed grin.

         
         “I did warn you. Almost everyone in the village hates me. Which makes sense, since they think I’m guilty of cold-blooded butchery.”

         
         She remains silent for a moment, staring at a painting on the wall. Then she puts her hand on his and looks deep into his
            eyes.
         

         
         “It’s probably stupid, what I’m about to say, but . . . but when I look at you, I don’t see a murderer. I’d heard about you
            and seen your picture in the papers, but when you walked into my restaurant, I . . . I immediately got the feeling you were
            innocent.”
         

         
         Jorge’s heart twinges painfully.

         
         “I’m not innocent,” he murmurs. “When you’ve served sixteen years in prison, you can’t be innocent. You can’t be innocent anymore.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         It’s Léonard’s turn to cook, so he makes dinner. There are only a few recipes in his personal cookbook. Pasta with butter,
            pasta with tomato sauce, pasta with pesto, omelets, grilled cheese. Sometimes he reheats a canned or frozen meal.
         

         
         When Jorge sits down at the table, he’s surprised. Léonard has concocted a chicken curry with coconut milk, accompanied by
            a neat scoop of wild rice and steamed broccoli.
         

         
         “Did you make this?”

         
         “Yes,” says Léonard proudly. “It was me!”

         
         Even though he’s not hungry, Jorge can’t wait to taste the food.

         
         “It’s really good!”

         
         “Victoria gave me the recipe,” Léonard admits. “We went to the supermarket to buy the ingredients.”

         
         “Great! It’s a nice change from pasta. From now on, you’ll be cooking every night!”

         
         “Oh, no,” replies Léonard, shaking his head. “No, I won’t. We take turns, that’s what we decided.”

         
         Jorge smiles and pours himself a glass of wine.

         
         “And how’s Victoria? Do her parents still think she’s at a friend’s house?”

         
         “Yes—she’s getting a scooter for her birthday. That way, she can come over more often and more easily.”

         
         “Cool.”

         
         “But if she gets that scooter as a present, it’ll make mine look lousy by comparison, won’t it?”

         
         “Yours?”

         
         “My gift.”

         
         “Lennie, it’s not the price of the gift that counts, it’s the love you put into it. And I’m sure she’ll be delighted with what you have to offer. Don’t worry.” 

         
         “Okay, Jorge. Hey—how did your date go?”

         
         “Good,” his brother replies simply. “Very good, in fact.”

         
         “Is that why you’re not hungry? Mona, she always said that when you’re in love, you stop being hungry for a while.”

         
         “And Mona was right.”

         
         “Did you kiss her?” asks Léonard with a boyish grin.

         
         “Yes, Lennie. We kissed.”

         
         “And . . . and did you do more than just kiss her?”

         
         “Mind your own business, will you?”

         
         Léonard starts laughing and Jorge pats him on the shoulder.

         
         “I’m glad you’re here, Lennie. I’m glad to have you around.”

         
         “Me, too, Jorge. Do you think we’ll be able to eat out for free now?”

         
         “I don’t believe it—all you think of is food!”

         
         “And Lola, maybe she’ll hire me as a cook?”

         
         “Practice makes perfect!”

         
         “Hey, Jorge—”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Do you think Lola and Victoria will want to come with us to Glen Affric?”
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         When he returned after three days away, there was no blood on his clothes, and he seemed angrier than when he left. It wasn’t
            like the times before, when he’d come home soothed and satisfied.
         

         
         He was still hungry. Always hungry.

         
         The night after his return, Angélique endured his assaults and submitted to his demands. Put up with his brutality, his perverted
            desires. And the night after that, and the night after that—
         

         
         This morning, she stands at the open window and shivers with cold. Spring is well and truly here, but she can’t break the
            ice burning her skin.
         

         
         With her hands resting on her bruised belly, she stares at the stony horizon that rises before her. A future with no way out,
            woven of suffering, humiliation, and fear. A labyrinth from which she cannot escape.
         

         
         She thinks of Attila, buried in the garden. She figures it’s better to be underground than in his hands. All she has to do
            is find the right way.
         

         
         And the courage.

         
         Her fingers tighten on her belly; she closes her eyes.

         
         Leave this life, yes.

         
         But not alone.

         
         Take the monster with her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            71

         
         It’s the first time they’ve been alone together.

         
         Really alone.

         
         Lola’s apartment above the restaurant has three rooms with high wooden windows and sheer curtains. Touches of color, delicate
            fragrances, and a multitude of small knickknacks.
         

         
         “Did you like it?”

         
         “It was delicious,” Jorge praises her.

         
         Tonight, the restaurant is closed for personal reasons and Lola has cooked just for him.
         

         
         Divinely good.

         
         For the past two weeks, they’ve seen each other almost every day. Clandestine meetings outside Granviller, often in the town.
            It’s the first time in sixteen years that Jorge has set foot in a cinema, a theater, or a concert hall.
         

         
         “Do you know that there are some women in the village who would love to be me?” murmurs Lola.

         
         Surprised, Jorge says nothing.

         
         “I hear them when they come in for lunch—it’s often you they’re talking about. You’re their favorite topic of conversation.”

         
         “And what do they say?”

         
         “Horrific things. But their eyes betray them.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes, really. You attract them like a magnet.”

         
         “You’re being ridiculous!” Jorge scoffs, disbelieving. “Probably because of the wine! It’s excellent, by the way.”

         
         “No, really. They think you’re so sexy! You’re like a fantasy for them.”
         

         
         “I’m an ex-con with the word murderer tattooed on my forehead. A leper, an outcast. That’s what I am.”
         

         
         “Believe me, they’re irresistibly drawn to you!”

         
         “Believe me, I don’t give a damn! Anyway, you’re not being serious—I know it.”

         
         She bursts out laughing as he finishes his glass of wine.

         
         “And you, what attracted you to me?” he asks.
         

         
         “Just about everything,” replies Lola with aplomb.

         
         “Just about? Shit, I’m disappointed.”
         

         
         “Your little brother’s cute, too. He has incredible eyes!”

         
         “Hands off. He’s too young for you. And anyway, he only likes blonds.”

         
         “It’s a total cliché to like blonds!” Lola laughs.

         
         She opens another bottle of red wine.

         
         “If I drink one more drop, you’ll have to give me a ride home,” warns Jorge.

         
         “I’ve had as much to drink as you have,” Lola points out.

         
         “Yes, but there’s no risk of you going back to prison if you get caught by the men in uniform.”

         
         “So I can see only one solution,” she says, filling Jorge’s glass. “You’ll have to spend the night here.”

         
         *  *  *

         Today, it was his turn to cook. That afternoon, while Jorge slept off his night’s work, Léonard had called Victoria and asked
            her for a recipe that might impress his brother. She had explained how to make salmon and vegetable lasagna.
         

         
         “Simple but effective,” she promised.

         
         Léonard walked down to the supermarket to buy the ingredients. When he got back, Jorge was getting into the Clio. Off to see Lola, he said, but he promised to be back for dinner. 

         
         Around six, Léonard started cooking. He called Victoria again because he’d forgotten half the recipe. With the patience of
            a saint, she guided him step-by-step as he prepared the feast. An hour later, Léonard turned on the oven and set the table.
            Soon, a delicious aroma began to waft through the house, and Léonard watched for his brother’s return. But just as the lasagna
            finished cooking, Jorge texted him.
         

         
         Hi, Lennie, I won’t be back for dinner after all. Lola surprised me with a little meal! I’ll be back late. Don’t wait up.
               Jorge.

         
         When the artificial voice read the message, Léonard felt like crying. He sat and stared at the empty plates in front of him.
            Leaving the lasagna in the oven, he ate the bread that was on the table.
         

         
         “I made you a little meal, too,” he murmurs, still staring at the place settings. “I wanted to surprise you, too—but I’m not
            Lola. I’m just Léo. Léo the moron, Léonard the retard.”
         

         
         He banishes himself to his room, without bothering to clean up, and collapses on his bed. He doesn’t like the poison spreading
            through his head and belly. That strange feeling, a mixture of anger and envy.
         

         
         “Mona, she always said that jealousy was a bad thing.”

         
         At ten o’clock, feeling terribly lonely, he reaches for his phone. It has only five contacts in it—Mona, Jorge, Victoria,
            Hadrien, and Sacha—one of which, sadly, is now useless. He puts his finger on Victoria’s picture and waits for her to pick
            up. But he gets her voicemail.
         

         
         “Hi Victoria, it’s me again. It’s Lennie—are you there? Can you call me?”

         
         A moment later, he receives a brief message from the artificial voice.

         
         Can’t answer, busy. Sleepover with my friends.

         
         Alone in the world.

         
         Even Arsène has deserted the house to go hunting in the yard.

         
         Abandoned.

         
         Like the little boy in the ditch.

         
         Like the student everyone laughs at.

         
         Like the teenager in his cell.

         
         Abandoned, like a child who’s just lost his mother.

         
         “You’re on your own, John. Nobody wants you—nobody wants to be with you.”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge opens the window and lights a cigarette. With one hand on the wrought-iron railing, he contemplates the deserted alleyway.
            In his back and neck, an intense burning sensation.
         

         
         Lola’s gaze.

         
         He’s been looking forward to this moment ever since their eyes met. But he doesn’t know if he’ll be able to give her what
            she wants.
         

         
         He turns around; she’s already up against him. He takes her in his arms, puts a hand under her shirt, and closes his eyes.
            Her skin is incredibly soft.
         

         
         “Have you been with a girl since you got out of prison?” she asks in a shy whisper.

         
         “No. It’s been . . . more than sixteen years.”

         
         “We’ve got all the time in the world, Jorge.”

         
         “That’s not true. Every second counts. Every second is precious.”

         
         She can’t know the value of a minute’s freedom. So few really do.

         
         Jorge unbuttons Lola’s blouse, his eyes ablaze. Then Lola undresses him, more gently. She sees the scars, the horror of the
            past on his dark skin. He’d so love to hide them, erase them, get his virginity back. She wants to touch one of the scars,
            but he stops her. He’s not ready yet.
         

         
         “I don’t mind,” says Lola.

         
         “I do.”

         
         Now she’s wearing nothing but her underwear, and Jorge feels an uncontrollable emotion. He falls to his knees in front of her, holds her close, and puts his face on her belly. 

         
         His tears turn to sobs.

         
         “We’ve got all the time in the world,” repeats Lola.

         
         *  *  *

         Completely naked in front of the wardrobe mirror, Léonard looks at himself. He sees this great, mutilated body, this useless
            pile of muscles. This mouth that can’t speak, these eyes that can’t read, these hands that can’t write.
         

         
         Each of his countless scars is painful. Each one tells a story, from the oldest to the most recent.

         
         There are the ones he had already when Mona found him in the ditch—on his head, throat, both arms, and left leg. He can’t
            remember where they came from, but they’re there to prove that suffering has been his daily lot since the day of his birth.
         

         
         His most loyal companion.

         
         They’re there to tell him he has always been abused, tortured, and rejected.

         
         Then there are the ones from prison, which speak of despair.

         
         The ones inflicted after Mona’s funeral, which speak of impossible grief.

         
         He remembers how it felt when he cut deep into his skin. The relief of the blade penetrating his flesh. He remembers how the
            pain on his body helped him cope with the pain exploding in his skull.
         

         
         Hard to clear his head.

         
         Easy to empty his veins.

         
         *  *  *

         “You must have thought I was ridiculous—crying like a child.”

         
         “No,” says Lola. “I find you moving, touching. Disturbing.”

         
         They’re huddled together in the semidarkness.

         
         “I think you’re handsome, whichever way I look at you.”

         
         She takes his hand and leads him toward the bedroom. Only a small lamp illuminates the intimate space. She finishes undressing
            and slips under the sheets.
         

         
         “Come here.”

         
         He takes off his jeans and joins her.

         
         “Let me touch you,” she orders.

         
         She places a finger on the scar on Jorge’s shoulder. “Tell me more. . . .”

         
         He tenses up.

         
         “Tell me more—”

         
         “I got slashed with a blade, in prison. Two guys wanted to kill me. Because to them, I was a subhuman—a rapist.”

         
         Gently, she moves down his arm to his wrist. She focuses on a faint mark.

         
         “A burn,” says Jorge.

         
         “In prison?”

         
         “No, when I was a kid. A stupid accident.”

         
         Lola’s hand slides down his torso and stops on his abdomen.

         
         “Another inmate sank a steel spike into my stomach. I wouldn’t give him cigarettes.”

         
         She moves on to his left thigh, continuing her reading of his past, line by line.

         
         “Razor blade—a souvenir of a fight in the exercise yard.”

         
         She moves up to his face, and he closes his eyes. Her finger rests just above his right eyebrow, on a long gash.

         
         “Two guards beat me up.”

         
         One remains on his left cheekbone.

         
         “That’s when my brother found out I’d just got out of prison. And that I wasn’t the hero he’d hoped for—”

         
         “I’m sure that one will fade fast.”

         
         *  *  *

         At eleven thirty, Léonard takes refuge in his mother’s bedroom. In her sheets and her memories. In her perfume that keeps
            slipping away, day after day.
         

         
         But tonight, even Mona refuses to talk to him, to reassure him. To tell him that he matters to someone. That he’s not insignificant.
            That he simply exists.
         

         
         Jorge will be back for sure.

         
         What if he decides to move in with Lola? To abandon him?

         
         “I can go and live in my den if he doesn’t know what to do with me. I . . . I can look after myself!”

         
         With a mechanical gesture, Léonard scratches his arm. Earlier, he had the urge to slash his skin with scissors. He had to
            fight hard not to give in to the temptation.
         

         
         “Jorge doesn’t want me to do it anymore. And I promised him.”

         
         He consults Mona’s alarm clock on the bedside table.

         
         Almost midnight.

         
         It’ll be tomorrow soon.

         
         “Are you coming back, Jorge?”

         
         He listens; he hopes. But there’s no voice in his head to soothe his torment. No one comes to tell him he’s mistaken, that
            his fear is unfounded, irrational.
         

         
         It’s all so real.

         
         Looking at his arm, he sees that he’s scratched it to the point of bleeding. He goes into the bathroom and turns on the cold
            water, but nothing relieves his pain. The anguish still squeezes his chest; the insects still march over his skin—even beneath
            it. Unable to bear it any longer, he calls his brother.
         

         
         Voicemail. Léonard doesn’t know what to say.

         
         He heads downstairs and paces up and down the large dining room. He feels like he’s in a cage that’s shrinking second by second. He feels like he’ll be banging his head against the walls soon. 

         
         Behind the half-open cabinet door Léonard sees bottles of alcohol. Then he remembers a story Victoria told him a few days
            earlier. A story about an alcoholic coma.
         

         
         He also remembers asking Sacha one day why guys went to the bar across the street. Why they spent all day drinking. Sacha
            replied that alcohol can help you forget your problems and fears. But that it doesn’t last very long.
         

         
         Too bad. Even a minute’s respite would be a godsend.

         
         Léonard chooses a bottle at random and tries unsuccessfully to decipher the label. He doesn’t know how much he has to swallow
            to forget, and most importantly he doesn’t know if it will work. But he’s convinced that the alcohol, unlike the razor blade
            or the scissors, will leave no trace and that Jorge won’t find out. Or, better still, that he’ll show up too late and won’t
            be able to do anything.
         

         
         A coma, like Mona.

         
         Who looked so serene in her hospital bed. So detached, so tranquil.

         
         He removes the cork and drinks straight from the bottle. The first sip surprises him and he spits it out onto his bare feet.

         
         “Gross!”

         
         Yes, but to forget must take effort. Léonard holds his breath and starts again. The liquid burns his throat, then his windpipe.

         
         He still feels as bad as ever. It will probably take more alcohol to ease his pain.

         
         Fifteen minutes later, he has emptied the bottle. The sofa turns into a boat; the floor becomes unstable. Victoria explained
            that the effects of alcohol depend on a person’s build. The heavier you are, the more you can drink. So he grabs a second
            bottle and puts the neck to his lips. This alcohol is milder and sweeter than the previous. It takes him just five minutes
            to finish it off.
         

         
         He lets go of the bottle, which rolls onto the carpet, and feels a wave of heat rise inside him. A volcano in his stomach. Eruption imminent. 

         
         In a moment, Léonard is sure he’ll be spewing molten lava like a dragon.

         
         He stands up, sees the walls bending dangerously, and makes out the front door amid the maelstrom.

         
         He needs air, space.

         
         The porch and the yard seem much larger than usual.

         
         The gate.

         
         And then the road.

         
         *  *  *

         Outside, the air roils thick with anger and electricity. A storm approaches. One of those violent spring thunderstorms that
            can unleash torrential rain.
         

         
         Lola has fallen asleep in Jorge’s arms, but he remains stubbornly awake. Maybe because he’s in the habit of staying up all
            night. Maybe because he dearly wants to look at her, to enjoy this moment he no longer dared hope for. Falling in love with
            a woman, sleeping beside her—even if it’s with his eyes open.
         

         
         After the cataloging of his scars, he was able to relax and accept himself. His body awakened from a long hibernation, and
            then he remembered.
         

         
         A passionate, carnal embrace.

         
         Feeling free, at last.

         
         Lying next to Lola, Jorge suddenly thinks of Sarah. He sees her face as it was before the tragedy, her smile and her mischievous
            glances. He’d been unable to picture her like that since he went to prison. In the depths of his cell, every time he closed
            his eyes, he saw what death had done to her.
         

         
         That hideous, disfigured corpse, left out for wild beasts.

         
         “You’re not asleep?” Lola murmurs.

         
         “No—”

         
         “What’s on your mind?”

         
         “You.”

         
         *  *  *

         A fast-moving, capricious snake, the road twists, slackens, and stretches to infinity.

         
         Léonard starts laughing. He zigzags across the damp asphalt, arms outstretched. He veers so far off course that he hits a
            tree trunk.
         

         
         “Oh, sorry! Which way to Glen Affric?”

         
         Sometimes, his legs get excited, and he runs for a few yards. Alcohol works wonders. Victoria and Sacha were right—there’s
            no better way to forget.
         

         
         Light as a feather, Léonard continues to giggle and gesture wildly in the middle of the road. Thunder rolls overhead.

         
         “The fanfare, John!”

         
         He stops and looks around. “Mona? Which way do I go?”

         
         He starts laughing out loud again, picks up a large stone from the ground, and throws it straight ahead.

         
         “In your face, Jules!”

         
         A bolt of lightning rips through the sky. In its glow, Léonard sees an army of demons facing him. Terrifying faces with bloodred
            eyes and hooks for hands. Sacha was right: The forgetfulness is short-lived.
         

         
         “Shit—they found me! Jorge?”

         
         In agony, Léonard slows his mad dash. Like a car that’s run out of gas, he makes it another ten yards or so before he collapses
            on the pavement.
         

         
         “It’s no good, John . . . it’s no good at all!”

         
         He struggles to his feet and grasps onto the idea of going home. But where’s the house? Where’s his brother? Where’s his mother?

         
         “Where the hell is Glen Affric?” he roars.

         
         As the lightning flashes, enemy legions appear and then evaporate into the darkness.

         
         “Turn around, John. . . .”

         
         He takes awkward steps, a clumsy tightrope walker above a bottomless abyss. His feet get tangled and double-cross each other.
            Another brutal fall. Severe pain in his head. Blood in his eyes.
         

         
         “Damn it, John, look out!”

         
         He crawls along the ground as the deluge beats down on him.

         
         “Where are you going, John?”

         
         He tries again to stand but ends up on his knees.

         
         “I’m going to . . . I’m going to find Jorge. . . .”

         
         With a superhuman effort, Léonard gets back to his feet. The sky is falling, and he no longer feels like laughing; he sobs
            and whimpers mournfully.
         

         
         “Where are you, Jorge? Tell me, where’s Glen Affric?”

         
         One last step, one last fall, more violent by far than the previous ones.

         
         Léonard has toppled into the void.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            72

         
         Jorge wakes up with Lola’s body against his.

         
         It wasn’t a dream.

         
         He gazes at her in the dim glow from a streetlight. Outside, furious rain continues to fall. It’s like the heavens are angry
            with him. At the freedom he dared to claim.
         

         
         A slight headache reminds him that he drank too much the night before, and a nagging thirst urges him to get out of bed. Careful
            not to wake Lola, he leaves the room without bothering to get dressed. He slakes his thirst at the kitchen sink and lights
            a cigarette in front of the open window. Water streams over the cobblestones of the alley under the streetlights of the still-sleeping
            village. On his way back to the bedroom, he spots his phone on the dining room table. He picks it up, notes that it’s four
            thirty, and sees that his brother called him at 11:50 p.m. without leaving a message. If he calls him back now, he might wake
            him. And he didn’t leave a message, so it can’t have been anything serious or urgent.
         

         
         Jorge heads for the bedroom and slips under the comforter.

         
         “You up already?” mumbles Lola, half asleep.

         
         “I was thirsty. Go back to sleep, beautiful, it’s still early.”

         
         She rests her head in the hollow of his shoulder, right on the scar, and closes her eyes again. Jorge writes a quick text
            message.
         

         
         Lennie, I stayed the night at Lola’s. I’ll be back in the morning. Jorge.

         
         His conscience clear, he falls back into a peaceful sleep.

         
          

         It’s half past six, and a gray light shines through the room. The sound of rain continues to pound the roof. Jorge realizes he’s alone in bed and sits up. He slips on his jeans before joining Lola in the kitchen. 

         
         “You’re up? I was just making you a nice breakfast!”

         
         He wraps his arms around her waist, pulls her against him, and kisses her.

         
         “Are you hungry?”

         
         “I’m starving!”

         
         She arranges toast, butter, homemade jam, maple syrup, and scrambled eggs on a tray. “Tea or coffee?”

         
         “Coffee, please.”

         
         “Strong?”

         
         He nods.

         
         “Hangover?” she asks, smiling.

         
         “Just a little one. How about you?”

         
         “Ditto!”

         
         She’s wearing his shirt and her panties. He finds her overwhelmingly desirable.

         
         “Once we’ve had breakfast, I have to go stock up at the market for lunch,” she says.

         
         “Did you get any reservations?”

         
         “Completely booked!”

         
         “Good! I’m glad it’s going well.”

         
         “Me, too!” She places the cups on the tray. “But it has to go well! I can’t screw up. With the credit I’ve taken on, I’d better not go bankrupt!”
         

         
         “Everyone loves your cooking,” Jorge assures her. “Your restaurant will be a hit, I’m sure.”

         
         She reaches for the tray, but Jorge takes it from her hands. “Leave it, I’ll take care of it.”

         
         They return to the bedroom. She opens the window.

         
         She sighs. “Is this rain ever going to stop?”

         
         They settle on the bed and share their morning feast.

         
         “Will you come to the market with me?”

         
         “Best for us not to be seen together. It could get you into trouble.”

         
         She fixes him with a determined gaze. “Fuck ’em.”

         
         “No, Lola, it really isn’t a good idea.”

         
         “So we’re going to hide forever, are we?”

         
         “Let’s just say we can be discreet.”

         
         “I don’t give a fuck what they think!”

         
         “You don’t know them. This isn’t Paris. We’re in the middle of nowhere. It’s like an enclave.”

         
         “All right, we’ll talk about it later,” she says.

         
         “Anyway, I have to get back to my brother.”

         
         She stares at him mockingly. “Do you think you’re his father?” Immediately, she regrets her words. “Sorry,” she says. “I’m
            so sorry, I didn’t—”
         

         
         “No problem.”

         
         “What I meant was that he’s sixteen.”

         
         “I know he’s sixteen. But he’s been very troubled since Mona died.”

         
         She pushes the tray aside and presses herself against him.

         
         “Stay a while, won’t you?” she whispers in his ear. “I’m still a little hungry. . . .”

         
          

         At a quarter to nine, Jorge leaves Lola’s apartment. The rain has finally stopped, although the skies still threaten. As he pushes open the door of the building, he comes face-to-face with the upstairs neighbor, an old man in a beige raincoat and checkered cap. Surprised, the man recoils. Jorge nods at him and heads down the alley. He walks past the tobacco shop and into the bakery, where he buys two croissants and two baguettes. As he reaches his car, parked just off the pedestrian street, he calls Léonard. 

         
         Hi, Lennie, it’s me. Just wanted to let you know I’m on my way! I’ll be there in ten minutes with a nice breakfast!

         
         He hangs up, gets into the Clio and heads for home. He finds himself singing and smiling. He hasn’t felt so good, so light,
            for a long time.
         

         
         So fulfilled.

         
         Lola is a gift from heaven, an angel sent down to help him forget injustice and cruelty. Balm to his wounds, a second chance,
            a blessing.
         

         
         He finds the gate open and parks the car near the old house. The front door, too, is wide open. He glances out into the yard,
            then goes into the dining room, where a puddle has formed.
         

         
         “Lennie?”

         
         Jorge puts the pastries on the table next to the two empty plates. He goes upstairs and pokes his head into Mona’s room.

         
         Deserted.

         
         As is his brother’s room.

         
         Back downstairs, he notices the empty rum bottle on the coffee table. With dread, he remembers it was full only yesterday.
            Looking down, he sees another bottle farther away, lying on the carpet.
         

         
         “Shit,” he mutters. “Lennie, what in God’s name have you done?”

         
         He walks around the yard, then checks his father’s old workshop.

         
         “Lennie?”

         
         Returning to the living room, he dials Léonard’s number. The ringtone sounds a few yards away, and he sees the phone on the
            couch. He thinks for a moment, trying to keep calm. Léonard never drinks, but last night he clearly went on a bender. He must
            have left the house before the rum made it impossible to walk.
         

         
         “Damn it, Lennie, where are you?”

         
         Jorge climbs back into the Clio and backs the car through the gate before he turns left toward the forest. The asphalt soon gives way to a stony track, and Jorge has to slow down. He looks around, hoping to spot his brother’s silhouette. At the barrier that stops vehicles from entering the woods, he abandons the Clio and starts running along the soaking wet track. Despite the persistent pain in his knee, he doesn’t falter, and twenty minutes later, he reaches the den. 

         
         “Lennie?”

         
         Jorge starts to climb the embankment, slips, and slumps into the mud.

         
         “Shit!”

         
         He completes the ascent, finally reaching the entrance to the hiding place. He pushes aside the thorny bushes and enters his
            younger brother’s lair.
         

         
         Empty.

         
         Anguish now grips his throat.

         
         Once he’s at the foot of the embankment, he picks up his cell phone and selects a contact.

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Victoria? This is Jorge. Did I wake you up?”

         
         “No, not at all.”

         
         “I’m looking for my brother. Is he with you?”

         
         “No, I’m at home,” says Victoria. “I was on the phone with him yesterday afternoon and then he tried to call me around ten.”

         
         “Did you pick up?”

         
         “No, but—”

         
         “Did he leave you a message?”

         
         “Yes. He asked me to call him back, but I couldn’t, I was with my friends. I texted him to say I was busy. Is something wrong,
            Jorge?”
         

         
         “Lennie’s disappeared. I’ve been away since yesterday afternoon, and when I came back this morning, he was gone.”

         
         “Didn’t you eat together last night?”

         
         “No, why?”

         
         “Because Léo spent the afternoon shopping and cooking for you. I know because I helped him over the phone. He wanted a recipe
            that would make you happy. To impress you, he said!”
         

         
         Jorge bites his lower lip.

         
         “Okay, thanks, Victoria. I’ll keep looking for him.”

         
         “Maybe he’s in the village—will you let me know when you find him?”

         
         “Of course. But don’t worry, he can’t have gone far.”

         
         Jorge hangs up and heads in the direction of the car. His lungs burn; his mouth tastes like ash. He pauses for a moment to
            make another call.
         

         
         No signal.

         
         He starts running like crazy again. Breathless, he finally catches sight of the Clio. He climbs over the barrier and tries
            to call again. Sacha picks up after three rings.
         

         
         “Hi, Jorge, how are you?”

         
         “Is Léonard with you?”

         
         “Léo? No, I haven’t seen him this morning. Why?”

         
         Jorge leans against the car.

         
         “I was at Lola’s last night and when I got home this morning, Lennie was gone.”

         
         “Maybe he went for a walk.”

         
         “He drank an entire bottle of rum and a bottle of wine.”

         
         “Did you tell him you’d be gone all night?”

         
         “No, I told him I’d be home late, but—”

         
         Sacha sighs.

         
         “That’s not good. Not good at all. I suppose you’ve tried calling him?”

         
         “His phone’s at home.”

         
         “And where are you?”

         
         “In the woods. I went to see if he was in his hiding place.”

         
         “I’ll help you look for him. I’ll take a quick look around the village just in case, and if he’s not there I’ll meet you at the house.” 

         
         “Okay, thanks, old friend.”

         
         Jorge hangs up and gets behind the wheel. The Clio hurtles down the bumpy track to the house and Jorge rushes inside.

         
         “Lennie?” he yells.

         
         He looks upstairs again, but his brother is still not there. He goes back downstairs and sees the lasagna in the oven.

         
         Léo spent the afternoon cooking for you.

         
         Jorge’s hands tremble as he struggles to light his cigarette. He goes out into the yard, looking for a clue, something that
            might put him on his brother’s trail, and finally sits down under the lime tree.
         

         
         “Think, damn it. Think!”

         
         Getting inside Léonard’s head proves an arduous task.

         
         He must have been in bad shape, distraught. He drank, hoping it would calm him down. But he drank a lot, and instead of falling
            asleep on the couch, he left the house while he could. He was still able to walk, but a few minutes later he must have been
            blind drunk—
         

         
         Sacha’s car pulls into the yard and Jorge goes out to meet him.

         
         “I went all around the village,” says Sacha, “but I didn’t see him.”

         
         The two men shake hands and Jorge shares his thoughts. Sacha gives him a look heavy with reproach.

         
         “He must have wanted to come find you,” he says finally. “He left in the middle of the night, in the rain, to look for you.”

         
         “He knew I was at Lola’s!” says Jorge. “He read my text message last night but not the one I sent him this morning.”

         
         “In my opinion, he’s somewhere between here and the village. We have to find him, and fast. He probably collapsed somewhere,
            and with the amount of rain that fell last night . . .”
         

         
         Jorge heads for the Clio, but Sacha stops him with a wave of his hand.

         
         “No, he left on foot, so we’ll do the same. Let’s head down the road toward the village.”

         
         “You think?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         They set off, walking on opposite sides of the road. On one side, the road falls away to a deep ravine; on the other, a wide
            ditch follows its course. After five hundred yards, Sacha bends down.
         

         
         “Jorge!”

         
         Jorge approaches and sees Léonard’s bracelet in Sacha’s hand.

         
         “Fuck—”

         
         “He was here. Let’s keep going.”

         
         The rain starts up again, falling on their distress. After another couple hundred yards, Jorge spots a shape in the ditch.

         
         Exactly where Mona had found the little boy.

         
         “He’s here!” he shouts.

         
         Léonard lies motionless on his side in the tall grass. His brother crouches down beside him and places a trembling finger
            on his carotid artery.
         

         
         “Lennie, can you hear me?”

         
         He detects the slow, irregular heartbeat. He shakes him a little, but Léonard does not respond. “He’s not moving!”

         
         Still on the road, Sacha gets out his cell phone.

         
         “I’ll call an ambulance.”

         
         “No,” begs Jorge. “Wait a minute. . . .”

         
         Sacha looks at him, dumbstruck.

         
         “If we take him to the hospital, they . . . they might take him away from me!”

         
         “He was in an alcoholic coma, and he fell,” Sacha points out. “He may have broken something.”

         
         “I can hear his heartbeat. I think he’ll be okay. Go get the car, we’ll take him home.”

         
         “Out of the question. I’m calling the ambulance.”

         
         “Please, let me try!”

         
         Sacha finally gives in and runs back toward the house. Jorge takes his brother’s hand in his and strokes his face.

         
         Léonard’s icy skin has taken on a grayish hue.

         
         “Lennie, please wake up! Wake the fuck up! If we take you to the hospital, they’ll separate us—you hear me?”

         
         He shakes him again, but not roughly.

         
         “Don’t do this to me, Lennie.”

         
         The car brakes to a stop, and Sacha opens the rear door. Then he climbs down into the ditch and stares at the unconscious
            boy for a moment.
         

         
         “We should really call an ambulance, Jorge. We’re making a big mistake here.”

         
         “Come on, help me!” Jorge persists. “Help me lift him.”

         
         One on either side, they grab the gentle giant and, with massive effort, just barely get him upright.

         
         “Damn, he weighs a ton!” Sacha groans. “We’ll never manage. . . .”
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         Léonard lies on the couch, still unconscious.

         
         In the end, they have managed. Out of breath and exhausted, Sacha leans against the back of a chair. His lower back feels
            broken, his shoulders shattered. Jorge busies himself around his brother. He positions him on his side before placing several
            blankets over him.
         

         
         “I think he has hypothermia.”

         
         “I think we should call for help,” grumbles Sacha.

         
         As if in response, Léonard lets out a grunt. He moves an arm, groans, and coughs.

         
         “Lennie, can you hear me?”

         
         “He has a head wound, doesn’t he?” asks Sacha.

         
         “Yes, he must have gotten it when he fell. Lennie, wake up now!”

         
         At last, his brother opens his eyes. But he seems elsewhere and drifts off.

         
         “Come on, come on!” exclaims Jorge. “Come back, damn it!”

         
         “If he’s not awake in ten minutes, I’m calling an ambulance,” Sacha warns him.

         
         “Okay,” mutters Jorge.

         
         He puts a hot-water compress on Léonard’s forehead and massages his temples. He fights for his brother with incredible energy.
            He won’t give up.
         

         
         He won’t abandon him again.

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard shivers under his blanket. Since he regained consciousness, he hasn’t said a word. But he has puked his guts out and
            shed a few tears. Jorge hands him a cup of hot coffee and helps him drink.
         

         
         “Talk to me, Lennie. Say something.”

         
         Léonard’s head falls back on the cushion, and his teeth start chattering again as he stares at the ceiling.

         
         “I’ll make a fire.”

         
         “I’ll take care of it,” Sacha offers.

         
         Jorge sits next to his brother and looks at him the way he’d look at someone who’s been miraculously cured. Sacha brings in
            an armful of logs and a bundle of kindling, and five minutes later, flames rise in the fireplace.
         

         
         “I have to go,” says Sacha. “I have an appointment with a customer.”

         
         “I’ll walk you out.”

         
         The two men go out into the yard. “Thank you, Sacha. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you!”

         
         “We found him in time, that’s the important thing. Jorge, I know this isn’t easy for you. I can imagine what you must be going
            through, what you’re having to endure, but . . . Léo . . . he’s like a little kid. He may be six-foot-four and over two hundred
            pounds, but he’s as fragile as a toddler!”
         

         
         “But he’s used to me being away at night!”

         
         “When you go to work, he knows where you are and what time you’ll be back. Last night, he must have been waiting for you and
            gotten scared that you weren’t coming back. That’s my guess. Anyway, I don’t want to lecture you, but—don’t ever make him
            a promise you can’t keep. All right, I’m off.”
         

         
         Jorge watches the car pull away before returning to his brother. Léonard has fallen back asleep, breathing normally now, and Jorge tries to calm himself and forget the fear, the dread, that nearly suffocated him. 

         
         And yet, Léonard is not his brother. They don’t look alike. They have no shared childhood memories, no photos of themselves
            arm in arm. Different blood flows in their veins.
         

         
         And yet, Léonard is a burden that life has placed on his shoulders.

         
         And yet, a year ago, they’d never met.

         
         So why this intense fear, this overwhelming anxiety? How would he have felt if he’d found a dead body in the ditch? Relief?
            A feeling of being unburdened?
         

         
         These questions loop around in his brain.

         
         This kid sleeping it off in front of him, why is he so precious? Is he just a mission, a promise to be kept?

         
         Maybe he’s the brother he never had when he was a kid. The only person who can keep him from falling off the steep wall he’s
            been climbing for sixteen years.
         

         
         Or simply the proof that innocence exists.

         
         Without opening his eyes, without even waking up, Léonard utters a few words.

         
         “Jorge? Are you there, Jorge?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie, I’m here.”

         
          

         Jorge has to help Léonard walk to the bathroom, get undressed, and get in the shower.

         
         “Careful you don’t fall and hurt yourself,” he says, pulling the curtain closed.

         
         He stays in the room until Léonard finishes washing himself, then hands him his own bathrobe. Too short and too tight, but
            easier to put on than clothes.
         

         
         Jorge then helps his brother to his bedroom, where he collapses on the bed. In silence, he disinfects Léonard’s wounds, applying bandages to all the scrapes and cuts caused by his fall. “Now you’re as good as new.” 

         
         Jorge looks at the clock radio and sees that it’s already two.

         
         “Are you hungry?”

         
         Léonard declines with a shake of his head.

         
         “Thirsty, maybe?”

         
         Another shake of his head.

         
         “Cat got your tongue?”

         
         Léonard turns wordlessly to the wall. Jorge sighs and pulls up a chair next to the bed.

         
         “You and I need to talk. Lennie? Look at me, please.”

         
         Léonard deigns to open his eyes.

         
         “Why did you do it?”

         
         “What did I do? I don’t remember.”

         
         “You must remember at least as far back as the bottle of rum, no?”

         
         Léonard shakes his head.

         
         “Stop fucking with me—why did you get so drunk?”

         
         It’s the first time Léonard has retreated into silence, and his brother is distraught.

         
         “Well, when you’ve changed your mind, come see me so we can talk. I’m not working tonight. I’ll be downstairs.”

         
         Jorge leaves the room, slamming the door. Léonard lies back and stares at the ceiling again. He reaches over and retrieves
            the postcard from the bedside drawer.
         

         
         Often, you wish you were somewhere else.

         
         Far from here.

         
         In Glen Affric.

         
         *  *  *

         For an hour, Jorge goes around in circles. He calls Victoria to reassure her. Then he settles down on the couch to wait for
            Léonard to come down and explain himself.
         

         
         Lola’s face appears on his phone screen, and he immediately picks up.

         
         “Hi there!”

         
         “Hi,” replies Jorge. “How was the lunch rush?”

         
         “Great, but I’m totally wiped!”

         
         “Maybe you should hire a waiter.”

         
         “I can’t afford it yet, but I hope to soon. What were you up to today?”

         
         Jorge sighs. “Not much.”

         
         “Are you coming over tonight? I should be done by midnight. We could have a drink at home and then . . . and then—”

         
         She laughs.

         
         “And then you’d stay.”

         
         Jorge hesitates for a moment.

         
         “I’d love to, Lola. But I can’t tonight.”

         
         “Really? I thought you weren’t working?”

         
         “I’m not, but I’d rather not leave my brother alone.”

         
         Silence signals Lola’s disappointment.

         
         “He screwed up last night,” Jorge continues. “He screwed up big-time.”

         
         “What did he do?” asks Lola, alarmed.

         
         “He downed two bottles of booze and went into an alcoholic coma.”

         
         “Oh, shit—but why?”

         
         “I told you: He’s been very upset since Mona died. So I’m going to stay home tonight and keep an eye on him.”

         
         “And you work tomorrow night, right?”

         
         “That’s right,” says Jorge. “But there’ll be plenty more nights!”

         
         Another silence, longer than the first. It seems endless to Jorge.

         
         “It’s no big deal,” she says at last.

         
         “I’m sorry, Lola. I’d really like to come over. I’ll call you tomorrow?”

         
         “All right. Kisses.”

         
         “To you, too.”

         
         Jorge hangs up and throws the phone across the couch. That’s when he hears his brother’s footsteps on the stairs. Léonard
            heads for the kitchen, where he pours himself a glass of water. Jorge watches him wordlessly, not wanting to accost him.
         

         
         Finally, Léonard decides to dodge any confrontation. As he places his hand on the front door handle, Jorge calls out to him.

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         “Outside.”

         
         “It’s raining,” Jorge points out.

         
         Léonard opens the door anyway.

         
         “Come and sit down,” orders Jorge. “I have some things to say.”

         
         Léonard obeys. He decides against the armchair across from Jorge, taking a chair near the table instead. Keeping his distance,
            avoiding Jorge’s gaze.
         

         
         Shame devours him from the inside.

         
         “Feeling any better?” Jorge asks in a dry voice.

         
         “I’m okay.”

         
         “What you did last night was very serious.”

         
         Léonard shrugs. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know drinking would do that to me.”

         
         “You’re lying,” Jorge snaps. “I called Victoria earlier, and she said she told you a story a little while ago—a story about
            a kid who chugged a bottle of booze and fell into a coma.”
         

         
         “I don’t remember,” claims Léonard.

         
         “Bullshit!” sneers Jorge. “Stop taking me for a fool! So you drank a couple of bottles just to pass the time and then you
            thought: Why don’t I take a walk outside, in the middle of the night, in the rain. Is that right?”
         

         
         Faced with Léonard’s silence, Jorge’s patience melts like snow in the sun. “I spent two hours searching for you! I looked everywhere! Until I found you at the bottom of the ditch, with one foot in the grave!” 

         
         Jorge leaps to his feet and starts pacing the dining room. He circles his brother as if he’s going to pounce on him at any
            moment.
         

         
         “Fucking hell!” he shouts. “You knew I was at Lola’s. You knew where I was! I told you I was coming back! So why did you do
            it?”
         

         
         Still silent, Léonard absorbs the shouts and reproaches. Jorge comes and stands in front of him. “Answer me when I fucking
            talk to you! Don’t I have any right to a little happiness, huh? Don’t I have the right to spend the night with a woman?”
         

         
         “Yes, Jorge. You have the right.”

         
         “Really? In that case, explain to me why you got wasted and took off?”

         
         “I was sad, that’s all.”

         
         “That’s all? You could have died, damn it!”
         

         
         Léonard looks up at his brother.

         
         “I’m sorry, Jorge. I’m sorry if I worried you. You can go to Lola’s tonight. I’ll stay in my room and be quiet.”

         
         Jorge stares at him in anger. But there is no anger reflected back in Léonard’s eyes. Léonard heads toward the stairs, then
            pauses and turns back to his older brother. “But you know, it doesn’t matter. If I die, you can live at Lola’s. You won’t
            have to come home anymore. You’ll be rid of me and have a better life.”
         

         
         Léonard climbs the stairs, and Jorge falls back onto the couch. His brother’s last words echo painfully in his head.

         
         Finally, he goes upstairs and knocks on Léonard’s bedroom door. “Can I come in?”

         
         “If you want.”

         
         Jorge finds his brother sitting at the desk, the patched-up postcard in his hands. He stays by the door, leaning against the
            wall.
         

         
         “Victoria told me you spent the afternoon shopping and cooking for me. To give me a treat. You must have been disappointed when I didn’t come home for dinner.” 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “I’m sure the lasagna will be even better reheated.”

         
         “I don’t know, Jorge. But I’m happy things are working out between you and Lola.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes, because you deserve to be happy. Because life has been bad to you. So now you have to be happy.”

         
         “You deserve it, too, Lennie. Tell me, where were you going last night when you hit the road?”

         
         Léonard racks his brains. A few blurred images come back to him.

         
         “I don’t really know. I felt weird. I remember that . . . that I was laughing!”

         
         “I can imagine!” Jorge smiles.

         
         “I was walking sideways and laughing. I saw some funny stuff, too. Scary stuff. So then I wasn’t laughing at all. I think
            I was going to Glen Affric. . . . Yes, I think that’s where I was going.”
         

         
         “You can’t go to Glen Affric, Lennie. You can’t go without me.”

         
         “That’s right, Jorge. We said we’d both go.”

         
         “Right.”

         
         “And what will it be like there? Tell me what it’ll be like.”

         
         “Well, we’ll have a house by the lake, with a beautiful fireplace in the living room.”

         
         “And all around, majestic pine trees!”

         
         “Yes, Caledonian pines. We’ll also have a little boat so we can go fishing on the lake—”

         
         “And when we’ve had enough of fishing, we’ll come home, and I’ll make a fire in the fireplace! Because I’m going to be in
            charge of cutting the wood.”
         

         
         “Yes, you’ll take care of the wood,” says Jorge.

         
         “And we’ll never be cold again—”

         
         “No, we’ll never be cold again, Lennie.”

         
         Jorge takes a step toward his brother. “You think I want to get rid of you, don’t you?”

         
         Léonard slips the card back into the drawer. Then he picks up his hero action figure and looks at it for a long time. The
            glue hasn’t held; the right arm has fallen off, and the hero is once again weakened. “You’d be better off without me here,”
            he says at last. “You could do anything you wanted. You wouldn’t have to take care of me or come home for dinner.”
         

         
         Jorge feels a lump in his throat. He can hardly breathe.

         
         “You didn’t choose to have me as your brother,” Léonard continues. “I’m like . . . like something you didn’t want but can’t
            throw away.”
         

         
         “Then why did I look everywhere for you this morning?” Jorge asks. “If I wanted to get rid of you, why did I look for you
            everywhere?”
         

         
         “Because you promised Mom you’d take care of me. And because you keep your promises. But if I was in the grave, instead of
            Mona, it would be better. For you, for her. And for me, too.”
         

         
         Jorge feels the words like a punch to the head and the heart.

         
         “This morning, when we found you, Sacha wanted to call an ambulance.”

         
         “Because I was in a coma?”

         
         “Yes, because you were unconscious. But I didn’t want him to call one. Do you know why? Because if the ambulance had come,
            they’d have taken you to the hospital.”
         

         
         “And would you have gotten into trouble?”

         
         “No, that’s not why I said no. It’s because I was afraid they’d take my brother away from me.”

         
         Léonard’s hand clutches the crippled action figure.

         
         “Because they might decide to separate us. That’s why I didn’t want you taken to the hospital. You’re right, Lennie—I didn’t choose you as my brother. And I did promise Mona that I’d look after you if anything happened to her. Sometimes it’s true, I’d rather be alone. Because . . . because I’m afraid I’m not up to the job, that I won’t be able to give you the life you deserve.” 

         
         Jorge takes another step toward his brother.

         
         “There are times when I think I’d be better off without you. Sometimes I think I’d be freer if you weren’t here.”
         

         
         “That’s what I think, too, Jorge. I can go and live in the forest, then. No one will know, and no one will give you any trouble.”

         
         Jorge is now right close behind Léonard, who still has his back to him. “Maybe, but there’s a problem,” he says.

         
         “What problem, Jorge?”

         
         “The problem is, I care about you. The problem is that you’re important to me.”

         
         Jorge places his hands on Léonard’s broad shoulders.

         
         “This morning, when I saw you in the ditch, I thought you were dead. And I wasn’t relieved at all. I was scared—so scared!
            You see, Lennie, the thing is, I couldn’t bear it if you left or disappeared. I think it would kill me.”
         

         
         Léonard turns around and looks at his brother.

         
         “That is a problem, Jorge. But Mona, she always said that there’s a solution to every problem. So, if we think about it, we’ll
            find it, right Jorge?”
         

         
         “Yes, Lennie. You and I will figure it out, I’m sure.”
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         “Do you like it?” asks an impatient Léonard.

         
         “It’s beautiful,” Victoria replies. “Can you help me?”

         
         With his clumsy fingers, Léonard struggles to close the tiny clasp, but eventually succeeds. Victoria then takes a mirror
            from her bag and admires the result.
         

         
         “It’s so beautiful! Thank you.”

         
         She kisses him and presses herself close to him. Ever since her parents discovered she had been visiting the Mathieu brothers’
            home regularly, they’ve watched her like a hawk. But Victoria and Léonard still manage to meet up in a deserted spot not far
            from the village. Just outside Granviller, behind an old, ruined barn, on the edge of the woods. It’s their new meeting place.
            This way, there’s no danger of anyone seeing her riding her scooter to Léonard’s house. As for him, he takes a thousand and
            one detours to reach her, covering his tracks.
         

         
         Here, they feel safe and secure.

         
         Five days ago, she turned fourteen, and today Léonard has given her his present. A solid silver heart on a delicate, shiny
            chain.
         

         
         “I’ll wear it only for you,” she says. “And I’ll always keep it in my bag.”

         
         Overjoyed, Léonard hugs her.

         
         “I hate my parents,” she says.

         
         “You can’t. You shouldn’t hate your parents.”

         
         They remain entwined for a half hour, sitting on an old stone wall.

         
         “Did you work things out with your brother?”

         
         “Yes,” says Léonard, nodding.

         
         “You know, the night you called, I should have picked up. I’m sorry, I—”

         
         “It doesn’t matter,” Léonard reassures her. “I’m not dead, see?”

         
         She punches him in the shoulder.

         
         “Don’t you dare die!” she warns.

         
         With his eyes closed, he strokes her hair and thinks he could spend his whole life here, sitting next to her. He’d never get
            tired of it. They would grow old contentedly, watching the days turn to nights.
         

         
         “Soon we’ll be free,” Victoria says.

         
         “You think so?”

         
         “Yes, one day we’ll be able to live together, just the two of us.”

         
         “That would be so nice,” replies Léonard. “It’d be like a dream—but your parents would be angry with you!”

         
         “I don’t care. If I had to choose between them and you, I’d choose you.”

         
         Suddenly, they hear a cracking sound in the woods behind them.

         
         “Hear that?” Victoria whispers. “There’s a wild beast out there. . . .”

         
         She snuggles up to him.

         
         “Scared?” Léonard smiles.

         
         “A little.”

         
         “I’ll take a look. Stay here.”

         
         With quick, silent steps, Léonard approaches the trees. He hears another noise and stops, almost there. After a few seconds,
            he steps forward again and sees the beast moving away. A man of great stature, whose imposing silhouette he can make out through the thicket. Léonard sets off in pursuit
            but is unable to catch up. The voyeur disappears from his field of vision, as if he’d melted into the forest.
         

         
         Walking back toward the barn, Léonard decides not to tell Victoria they were being watched. Don’t scare her; don’t spoil the
            moment.
         

         
         He returns to her quickly and sits down beside her.

         
         “So what was it?”

         
         “A deer, I think. I didn’t get a good look. As long as I’m here, you’ve got nothing to worry about!”

         
         “I know,” she murmurs.

         
         They cuddle again. But time passes and eventually Victoria checks the clock on her phone. “I have to get going,” she sighs.
            “Otherwise, they’ll make another scene.”
         

         
         They kiss and wrap their arms around each other, finding it hard to separate.

         
         “Do you love me?” Victoria suddenly asks.

         
         “Of course I love you.”

         
         “Do you think about me all the time?”

         
         “All the time. Even when I’m asleep.”

         
         “Me, too, Lennie.”

         
         “You’re going to be late!”

         
         “Never mind. Some people say when you’re in love at fifteen, it’s not permanent. They say it won’t last.”

         
         Léonard’s forehead furrows with concern.

         
         “I think it’s just the opposite,” she continues. “I think the two of us will last forever. I think you’ll always be there
            to protect me, and you’ll always think I’m pretty.”
         

         
         “That’s for sure. I’ll always think you’re pretty, and no one will ever hurt you. You can believe me on that! Because if anyone
            hurts you, they’ll have me to answer to!”
         

         
         Victoria wipes away a tear and puts on her helmet. Léonard waves as she rides away on her scooter.

         
         “One day, we’ll be able to live together, the two of us,” he repeats in a whisper. “The two of us, in Glen Affric. With Jorge,
            too . . .”
         

         
         *  *  *

         First, there was the anonymous letter dropped in the mailbox. A single sentence of unprecedented violence.

         
         Bitches like you need roughing up.

         
         Then there was the graffiti on the front of the restaurant.

         
         The murderer and his whore fuck here.

         
         Even though Jorge and Lola kept a low profile, the rumors spread like wildfire in just a few days.

         
         Jorge parks the Clio as close as possible to the pedestrian street, then heads for the village center.

         
         From here on, fear grips his heart. How far will they go? As far as assaulting the woman he loves to make her pay for her
            defiance?
         

         
         The police say they’re looking for the culprits, but Jorge knows Captain Solers won’t lift a finger. The man might even know
            who’s behind the insults.
         

         
         Jorge has tried to convince Lola that they should leave the village and start again somewhere else. But Lola is cornered.
            If she sells her restaurant now, when business is far from stable, she won’t be able to repay her loan and will be up to her
            neck in debt.
         

         
         Jorge walks past the bar, and some of the customers seated on the patio stare shamelessly at him. He hears the low-voiced
            insults and turns toward the two men who uttered them. He slows down and stares at them, forcing them to lower their gaze.
         

         
         Turning into the alleyway that leads to the restaurant, he encounters two officers. His heart aches painfully and he speeds
            his pace. At the end of the cul-de-sac, he sees Lola in front of her restaurant. It’s been smashed to smithereens.
         

         
         “Shit—Lola?”

         
         The young woman turns around.

         
         “Are you okay?” Jorge says worriedly. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

         
         “No, I’m okay. I was upstairs when it happened. They threw a big rock. What a bunch of scumbags!”

         
         “I’m . . . I’m so sorry,” says Jorge.

         
         “Why? Did you throw the stone?”

         
         “No, of course not, but—”

         
         “So don’t be sorry,” she replies a little curtly. “Help me clean this shit up!”

         
         “Are you insured?”

         
         “Yes, but I’ll have to pay the deductible.”

         
         He takes off his jacket and gets to work. They pick up the glass littering the ground in front of the restaurant and the mess
            inside.
         

         
         “There’s no way I can open this evening!” groans Lola.

         
         “What are you going to do overnight?”

         
         “The insurance company is sending out a security guard to keep an eye on the restaurant. And tomorrow, they’ll reglaze the
            window. But it means I can’t open for lunch tomorrow, either. Two shifts lost!”
         

         
         Finally, she takes a few seconds to kiss him, and he hugs her.

         
         “It’s all because of me,” he says, stroking her face.

         
         “It’s all because of the shit they did!” she corrects him.

         
         “I don’t have work. I’ll stay with you.”

         
         He sees the hesitation in her eyes.

         
         “I’m exhausted. I’d prefer to rest tonight.”

         
         “Okay,” replies Jorge. “I’ll . . . I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”

         
         “All right. Thank you for helping.”

         
         “It’s the least I could do.”

         
         He kisses her again, then slips away. He walks back past the bar and takes in the mocking smile of the owner, smoking his
            cigarette in the doorway.
         

         
         Jorge wants to smash things up, too.

         
         Break the tables and chairs. Break those smug, hate-filled faces. Make them swallow their insults, gouge out their eyes, set
            fire to their houses and cars.
         

         
         Burn this village to the ground. Destroy everything.

         
         But Jorge can do nothing, trapped in an invisible straitjacket.

         
         And he doesn’t know how long before his fury explodes.

         
         *  *  *

         “Are you okay, Jorge?”

         
         “No, not really.”

         
         Léonard sits next to his brother on the couch.

         
         “Want me to cook for you tonight?” Léonard offers. “It’s your turn, but I’ll still do it!”

         
         “Thanks, Lennie, but I’m not very hungry.”

         
         “Are you sad? Is it because of those people? Did they hurt Lola again?”

         
         “Sort of. They smashed up the front of the restaurant. The window, actually.”

         
         “They’re a bunch of dicks! You must want to hit them, huh?”

         
         Jorge looks at his brother in astonishment.

         
         “If someone hurt Victoria, I’d want to hit them. Maybe even kill them.”

         
         “It’s true, I sometimes get the urge,” admits Jorge.

         
         “But you can’t, right? Because you’ll go to prison,” Léonard reminds him. “And I’ll be all alone.”

         
         “Don’t worry, Lennie. I can still control myself!”

         
         His cell phone vibrates, and he immediately picks up. “Lola, what’s up?”

         
         Nothing, it’s just that I miss you, actually.

         
         Jorge’s face relaxes. “I miss you, too.”

         
         Léonard moves away, respecting his brother’s privacy.

         
         Actually, I’d really like your company tonight. That is, if you don’t have other plans.

         
         “I can be there around nine.”

         
         Perfect! I’ll make dinner. See you later.

         
         Jorge hangs up and looks at his brother.

         
         “Lennie, I’m sorry, but—”

         
         “Go ahead. I don’t mind.”

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “I’m sure,” he says, nodding.

         
         “Did you see Victoria today?”

         
         “Yes, but not for very long. Her parents are watching her like a hawk.”

         
         “Were you able to give her the present you bought her?”

         
         “Yes, and she likes it a lot, I think.”

         
         “Great! Well, I’m gonna go take a shower.”

         
         Before he heads up the stairs, Jorge asks again, “Are you sure, Lennie?”

         
         Léonard rolls his eyes. “Yes, Jorge. I’m sure. You know, Victoria wanted to know if I loved her. And if I thought about her
            all the time—”
         

         
         “And what did you say?”

         
         “Well, that I loved her and thought about her all the time.”

         
         Jorge grins. “So she got two presents today!”

         
         He disappears upstairs and his brother settles back on the couch.

         
         “It’s a TV and potato chips night, John,” he sighs, grabbing the remote.

         
         *  *  *

         “That was delicious,” Jorge says, gazing at her.

         
         “Thank you. At least I got to cook for someone tonight!” Lola says sadly.

         
         “And not just anyone!” Jorge smiles.

         
         She returns his smile.

         
         “The most hated man in the region,” he adds.

         
         “The village leper—”

         
         “The pariah of the commune—”

         
         “The murderer-in-waiting—”

         
         “If they keep bugging you, that might just come true,” mutters Jorge.

         
         “Don’t say shit like that, okay?”

         
         She makes two coffees and brings them to the table. “Your brother wasn’t too disappointed?”

         
         “Maybe, but he assured me he didn’t mind. Things have been much better since the night he got drunk.”

         
         “How’d you manage that?”

         
         “I told him I cared about him. That he was important to me—which is the simple truth.”

         
         She walks around the table, hikes her dress up to her thighs, and straddles him. “What about me? Do you care about me?”

         
         “You know I do.”

         
         “I didn’t hear you,” she says, nibbling his ear.

         
         “If anyone touches a hair on your head, I’ll blow their brains out—even if it means going down for life. Is that proof enough
            of my love?”
         

         
         “You’re an idiot!” says Lola, bursting out laughing. “But you could also say ‘I love you.’ It’s simpler.”

         
         “I’m not great at declarations of love, sorry.”

         
         “Well, you’re very good at everything else.”
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         Jorge goes into the restaurant through the kitchen door and kisses Lola, who’s putting away utensils and food. The dishwasher
            sits virtually empty: not a plate, not a fork, just a few stainless-steel containers and bowls.
         

         
         It’s eleven thirty, and he’s not working tonight, so he’s left Léonard at home and decided to join her.

         
         Three days ago, Lola found a dead rat on her doorstep.

         
         Two weeks ago, a bag of dog shit.

         
         Who knows what the next few days will bring?

         
         Jorge glances around the room and sees the tables perfectly set. He stops at the counter and discreetly opens the reservation
            book. He’s advised her a hundred times to use the internet, but Lola still works the old-fashioned way, even though she’s
            young. He turns the pages, reviewing the previous week, and sees very few reservations. He goes back into the kitchen and
            leans against the fridge.
         

         
         “Were you busy tonight?”

         
         “Oh, yes!” she assures him.

         
         “Do you have any reservations for tomorrow?”

         
         “Four tables at lunchtime and seven in the evening. My cup runneth over!”

         
         “I just looked at your notebook, Lola.”

         
         Lola freezes in front of the oven, cleaning cloth in hand.

         
         “I write them down on the computer now,” she claims. “I took your advice.”

         
         He comes up to her, forcing her to turn toward him. “Tell me the truth, please.”

         
         She gently pushes him away, then starts to clean again the already sparkling oven window. “The truth is, I’ve barely had anyone
            come in for weeks now,” she murmurs. “Those bastards managed to turn the whole village against me. And since there are hardly
            any walk-ins, I run a ghost restaurant. I invested all my money and got myself chained to a thirty-year mortgage for a ghost
            restaurant!” she adds with a cynical laugh.
         

         
         She puts down her cloth and turns to Jorge, who looks at her sadly.

         
         “But it’ll all be fine,” she swears. “They’ve got to get hungry sometime, right?”

         
         She takes off her apron and takes refuge in his arms.

         
         “It’ll all be fine,” she repeats. “They’ll forget and things will be fine.”

         
         “Yeah, it’s going to be all right,” says Jorge.

         
          

         Lola falls asleep after they make love. She’s a restless sleeper, mouthing meaningless words, moving all over the place. Without
            a sound, Jorge leaves the bedroom and shuts himself in the dining room. He turns on Lola’s laptop and opens her accounting
            software. He’s seen Lola use it several times, and she’s even explained how it works.
         

         
         As he scrolls through the pages, he realizes the scale of her financial straits and the debt that keeps building day by day.

         
         He closes the file and opens another—the one where she stores photos. He dives into a subfolder called Jorge and scrolls through the pictures she’s taken since they met. Dozens of photos of him, some stolen while he was sleeping.
            They all have a title and a caption.
         

         
         Jorge turns off the computer before he lights a cigarette and smokes it by the window. For hours he stands there, powerless, his heart in pieces. Day finally breaks, and Lola appears in the living room. 

         
         “What are you up to?”

         
         She immediately comes into his arms, and he enjoys her skin against his. He gorges himself on her perfume, the delicate scent
            of her hair.
         

         
         “What are we doing today?” she asks.

         
         “Today, we say goodbye.”

         
         She stares at him dumbfounded. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “Today we say goodbye,” repeats Jorge. “You’re going to scream at me and kick me out. And you’ll do it so loud that the old
            man on the second floor will hear you. He’s awake; he just opened his shutters.”
         

         
         “But—you can’t do this to me, Jorge!”

         
         “I have to do this to you. Before it’s too late.”
         

         
         He goes into the bedroom to get his clothes. He gets dressed and comes back a few minutes later to find Lola collapsed on
            a chair, her head in her hands. He kneels in front of her, taking in her tears while holding back his own.
         

         
         “Lola, you’re the most beautiful thing that’s ever happened to me. The greatest love story of my life. And maybe later, somewhere
            else, far away from here, we’ll get another chance. But I can’t keep messing up your life, you know? As long as you’re with
            me, you’re in danger, and I can’t stand that.”
         

         
         “Jorge! Please don’t do this to me!”

         
         “Soon you’ll realize there is no other way, I assure you,” he says. “You’ll understand and forgive me.”

         
         He heads for the door feeling as if he’s just stabbed himself in the heart. He opens the door and, as soon as he’s on the
            landing, starts shouting, “I’m leaving, since that’s what you want! And don’t you dare call me again! Find yourself another
            guy, you stupid bitch!”
         

         
         He slams the door violently and runs down the stairs, one hand clenched on the banister. In the alley, he turns and sees the upstairs neighbor at his window. He skirts the bar and speeds up again. When he reaches his car, he starts it and gets out of the cursed village as fast as he can. 

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard knocks on the bedroom door. He presses his ear against the wall, and his heart breaks when he hears sobs.

         
         “Jorge?”

         
         “Leave me alone!” comes a despairing voice.

         
         Léonard bites his fingers until his skin peels off. What would Jorge do if he heard his brother crying like that? “You can’t
            leave him like this, John. . . .”
         

         
         Léonard enters without waiting for permission. He finds his brother sitting on the bed, his handsome face ravaged by pain
            and grief.
         

         
         “I told you to leave me alone!” exclaims Jorge.

         
         Léonard sits on the other side of the bed, with his back to his brother.

         
         “I’m not looking at you,” he says. “I’m right here if you want to talk.”

         
         Jorge dries his tears, but they return the next second. Léonard remains motionless, his hands resting on his knees. With unfailing
            patience, he waits for a sign. A sign that Jorge wants him there.
         

         
         “Lennie!”

         
         Léonard goes over to his brother, lifts him off the bed, and holds him tight. He clutches him to his heart. Jorge cries harder,
            resting his forehead against Léonard’s shoulder.
         

         
         “I’m here,” murmurs Léonard. “I’m here, Jorge. Lola left you, didn’t she?”

         
         “I’m the one who left her—I’m the one who ripped my own heart out!”

         
         “But why?”

         
         “Because . . . because they were going to hurt her! Because I was destroying her life, that’s why!”

         
         He starts sobbing again and Léonard tightens his brotherly embrace.

         
         “You always know what to do, Jorge,” he says. “So I’m sure you made the right decision.”

         
         “I love her, Lennie! I fucking love her!”

         
         He falls back onto the mattress. Léonard lights a cigarette, sits down beside his brother and gives it to him. “She loves
            you, too, that’s for sure.”
         

         
         “I love her, but I can’t be with her. . . .”

         
         After the grief, it’s hatred that transforms Jorge. He stands up and starts yelling: “They all deserve to die!”

         
         “Anger’s good, too,” says his younger brother, nodding his head. “Anger helps.”

         
         But when he sees what’s in Jorge’s eyes, Léonard fears the worst.

         
         “It’s all because of that bunch of bastards!” Jorge shouts. “I’m going to slaughter them all!”

         
         “No, Jorge. You’re not going to do that. Because you’ll go to prison and you won’t be able to see Lola there, either. Except
            in the visiting room, and I hear the visiting room sucks.”
         

         
         “I’ll set fire to this fucking village! They want a murderer? Those bastards are in for a treat!”

         
         Jorge leaves the room and Léonard hurries after him.

         
         “Come back, Jorge!”

         
         His brother rushes down the stairs, heading for the front door. Léonard just manages to slip between him and the door. “Don’t
            do it, Jorge!” he repeats.
         

         
         “Get out of my way,” orders his brother in an icy voice. Jorge is no longer shouting, which makes him even scarier.

         
         “No, I’m not letting you out,” says Léonard.

         
         “Move.”

         
         Jorge shoves Léonard, but he might as well be trying to move a six-foot-high concrete block.

         
         “Move.”

         
         “If you want to hit someone, hit me. That way, you won’t go to prison.”

         
         “Watch out, Lennie—”

         
         “Go ahead, Jorge. Hit me as hard as you like. Then you’ll feel better.”

         
         Jorge tries to get past again, pushing his brother violently. But Léonard stands his ground and keeps his balance. Jorge raises
            his right arm, fist clenched.
         

         
         “Go ahead, Jorge. You can hit me; I won’t feel a thing. And it’ll calm you down.”

         
         Jorge stares at his brother and his arm falls back to his side.

         
         “I could have hit you,” he mutters. “I almost did.”

         
         “It’s okay, Jorge. If it’s me, it doesn’t matter.”

         
         Jorge staggers and collapses on the couch. Wary, Léonard stands in front of the door, a determined guard dog. When his brother
            starts crying again, he joins him in the living room. He takes a bottle at random from the bar, fills a small glass and places
            it on the coffee table.
         

         
         “Thank you, Lennie.”

         
         “You’re welcome, Jorge.”
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         Maréchal’s shoe crushes her throat, and she can’t breathe. Yet Angélique doesn’t struggle. Lying motionless on the kitchen
            floor, she’s slowly suffocating. She’s long been ready to depart this miserable life.
         

         
         “You want to play?” asks her uncle in a calm voice. “Is that what you want? But you’re no match for me, you freak.”

         
         He eases the pressure to let a trickle of air down his victim’s throat. With his right hand, he wipes the blood from his head.

         
         His niece had approached him from behind while he was having lunch.

         
         “From behind, like a sly animal!” he says.

         
         Armed with a piece of firewood, she had struck him with all her might.

         
         “You hit the wrong spot, you crazy bitch!”

         
         Even so, Maréchal had fallen from his chair and lay stunned for a few seconds. While he was on the floor, she rained more
            blows down on him. He used his arms to protect himself and managed to get to his feet, before snatching the wood from her
            hands and slamming his fist into her face.
         

         
         Looking at him, she can guess his obscene thoughts. Now that she’s at his mercy, he’s thinking about how to punish her.

         
         “You’ve been rebelling a little too much lately. You’re taking liberties!”

         
         Yes, lately, Angélique hasn’t been as docile as she used to be. Lately, she’s no longer afraid of him. Because she’s no longer afraid of death. He’s managed to destroy everything, even her survival instinct. 

         
         “Still, it’s not like I don’t enjoy it,” insinuates her uncle.

         
         She knows it’s true. Her mood swings, her feeble attempts to bring him down—they’re all an opportunity for him to show his
            strength, his superiority, to assert his dominance.
         

         
         “I’ll teach you obedience,” he promises with a killer smile.

         
         He grabs her by the neck and lifts her roughly. Only the tips of her shoes touch the ground. Her nose, probably broken, bleeds
            steadily. He drags her into the dining room and punches her in the face again.
         

         
         When Angélique comes to, she finds herself tied to one of the living room chairs. Her head feels like it’s doubled in size,
            and her nose continues to bleed profusely. She lets out a pathetic moan and tries to keep her eyes open. The chair sits right
            in front of the window, bringing back bad memories. It reminds her of the day he murdered Attila. She turns her head, and
            this simple movement triggers a sharp pain in her neck. She looks for her enemy but can’t see him. Anguish rises in her chest.
         

         
         How will he make her pay for her offense?

         
         Suddenly, she sees him standing on the other side of the glass. He stares at her, a terrible gleam in his eyes. He bends down,
            disappearing for a second. When he stands up again, he’s holding the firewood log she used in his right hand. In his left
            is the black cat with yellow eyes, its head smashed in.
         

         
         Maréchal brandishes the animal like a hunting trophy, shaking the contorted body in front of his niece’s desperate eyes. A
            violent jolt runs through her from head to toe.
         

         
         Her uncle’s voice reaches her through the glass. “You’re the reason he’s dead! It’s your fault he had to suffer. Are you happy
            now? Did you get what you wanted?”
         

         
         Angélique continues to shake uncontrollably. Maréchal comes back inside, moves toward her and throws the feline’s corpse at her feet. 

         
         “You’re going to stay there for a while, so you can look at it. And you can reflect on the consequences of your actions—if
            you’re capable of reflecting. I doubt it, but you never know!”
         

         
         He goes upstairs. For the first time in years, Angélique cries.
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         Checking his inbox, Jorge is surprised to discover an email from Lola. He hesitates for a long time before opening it.

         
         It’ll bring him pain, he knows it. 

         
         But he never stops being in pain.

         
         He lights a cigarette and puts his phone on the table. It’s nearly midnight, and he’s just finished his second round of the
            property. It’s been almost a month since he last saw Lola, but the pain is still as acute as ever. It weighs on his every
            action, slows his every step, resonates in his every word.
         

         
         Sometimes, in the evening, he slips into the alleyway and watches her as she serves her rare customers in the dining room
            or on the small patio. He can spend a half hour in a dark corner, just observing her.
         

         
         It hadn’t taken long for the news of their separation to spread around the village. The neighbor was very efficient.

         
         Jorge crushes out his cigarette and finally decides to read Lola’s message.

         
         Jorge,

         
         I suffered a great deal when you abandoned me. I despised you; I even hated you.

         
         Today, just as on the first day of our separation, I miss you terribly. I miss you every second.

         
         But now, I understand.

         
         You did what I didn’t have the strength to do. You made the decision I couldn’t make.

         
         You left to protect me, and I think that’s the most beautiful thing anyone’s ever done for me.

         
         Customers are starting to come back for lunch or dinner. Maybe it’s out of morbid curiosity, to see how I look, to see my
               pain. I don’t know. But at least I was able to hold off the bailiffs and the bank for a while.

         
         I haven’t received any more threats or insults.

         
         So, yes, you made the right decision, and I wanted you to know that.

         
         I also want you to know that I can’t forget you, that not a day goes by when I don’t think of you.

         
         And I know it’s the same for you.

         
         I can’t stay in Granviller all my life. They’ve hurt us too much. When it’s possible for me, I’ll leave. And maybe that’s
               when I’ll find you again.

         
         I love you,

         
         Lola
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         Outside, night has long since fallen. But Maréchal has kept the living room light shining so that his niece can still see
            the cat.
         

         
         He comes down for a bite to eat around eight and sits down near her.

         
         “Do you have something to tell me? Any apologies?”

         
         Then he cackles like a hyena.

         
         “Ah yes, that’s right, you don’t talk! I mean, I’m sure you could if you really wanted to, right? Besides, you’re going to
            have to ask my forgiveness if you want me ever to untie you.”
         

         
         He leaves her tied there, without anything to drink, and goes back upstairs.

         
         “Good night, my pretty dove!” he shouts from the top of the stairs.

         
         She hears him laugh—that fat, obscene laugh.

         
         Angélique doesn’t take her eyes off the cat. She owes him that much.

         
         She silently sings him a lullaby to accompany him on the mysterious paths that lead to that garden with the white picket fence
            where ivy and morning glory flourish.
         

         
         Silently, she listens as her hatred of the monster grows. It has grown so large that she feels it has replaced all her organs.
            Angélique no longer hungers or thirsts. She’s being nourished and quenched by her own hatred.
         

         
         She manages to remove a shoe and, with her bare foot, begins to gently stroke the cat.

         
         Already cold, already far away.

         
         And silently, she promises vengeance.
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         At the start of summer, Jorge takes a few days off. He doesn’t feel like taking a vacation, but his boss insists. He decides
            to use the time off to take care of the house—to clear it out and make it more presentable—since he’s going to rent it out.
         

         
         Léonard is more than willing to help his brother with this tedious task. It’s seven in the morning, and he’s already put on
            his work clothes.
         

         
         “We’re going to repaint your room,” says Jorge.

         
         “But where will I sleep?”

         
         “You can have my room for tonight and I’ll sleep on the couch.”

         
         After breakfast, the brothers get down to business. All the clothes in the wardrobe end up in Jorge’s room, along with the
            toy boxes and the contents of the desk drawers. Then they take the few pieces of furniture down to the old workshop.
         

         
         “D’you have the paint?” asks Léonard.

         
         “Yes, I bought it last week.”

         
         “From Victoria’s parents?”

         
         “No. I don’t want to set foot in that place again. I had to drive another twelve miles, but I found some.”

         
         They rip off the old wallpaper that witnessed Léonard growing up. Luckily, the walls are in good condition and can be plastered
            straightaway. And Léonard proves to be pretty efficient at this kind of job, less clumsy than usual.
         

         
         “You’re doing great!”

         
         “Thank you, Jorge.”

         
         The tireless teenager does the work of two men. And by early afternoon, they finish plastering the walls.

         
         “Now it just has to dry,” explains Jorge. “Tomorrow, we’ll tackle the first coat of paint.”

         
         “What do we do while we wait?”

         
         “How about we get started on Mona’s room?”

         
         Léonard’s face tightened. He stands motionless.

         
         “Lennie, if we’re going to offer this place for rent, we have to clean every room. And if we rent it out, we’ll have to leave.
            Understand?”
         

         
         “Yes, Jorge. But . . . what are we going to do with her things?”

         
         “Well, we’ll put them in boxes. And if you want, you can keep a few of her belongings in your room.”

         
         Léonard takes a moment to reflect while his brother lights a cigarette.

         
         “You know, Lennie, Mona wanted the three of us to leave this village. So she would agree with what we’re doing.”

         
         “That’s right, Jorge.”

         
         They have a quick bite to eat, then enter the sanctuary. Léonard pushes open the shutters to let in the light, and they open
            Mona’s wardrobe.
         

         
         “Are you sure you feel up to this today?” Jorge asks, worried.

         
         Léonard grabs an old scarf in shades of blue. “This is what I want to keep,” he says. “She was wearing it when she found me
            in the ditch.”
         

         
         “You remember it?”

         
         “No, but . . . she told me, many times.”

         
         “I understand. And I’ll take this,” says Jorge, grabbing his parents’ framed wedding photo.

         
         “Jorge, let’s not do this today,” says Léonard.

         
         “No problem. We worked hard this morning, and we deserve a break.”

         
         Léonard nods and closes the shutters. They take showers and, while Jorge settles in front of the TV, Léonard lies down on his brother’s bed. It’s not long before he falls into a deep sleep, the scarf in his hands. 

         
         He takes the stairs. There are more steps than in reality, and he feels like he’ll never finish going down them. When he finally
               reaches the bottom, he finds Mona sitting in her armchair, reading. She looks up and gives him a tender smile. He sits beside
               her and looks at her without a word. Then Mona puts down her book and leaves the room. Léonard gazes at the empty armchair
               as the daylight fades. He calls for his mother, looking for her all over the house. Maybe she’s in the yard? When he pushes
               open the front door, it’s pitch dark. He turns and collides with a thirty-foot wall. Trapped, he stops breathing. His hands
               grasp the rough, wet stones, and his feet sink into the slimy mud. He’s overcome with cold and fear.

         
         A noise echoes in the darkness and Léonard awakens with a start, his fingers clutching the piece of cloth. His forehead cold
            with sweat, he sits up and grabs for his cell phone. The ringing was what jerked him out of his nightmare. Léonard listens
            to the artificial voice read Victoria’s message.
         

         
         Hi there, what are you up to? Did you forget about me or what? I’m waiting for you, hurry up! Lots of love.

         
         “Shit!”

         
         Léonard realizes he’s a half hour late for his regular Wednesday afternoon meeting with Victoria. He dictates his answer—I’m running late, but I’m on my way!—then pulls on a T-shirt and rushes to the bathroom. A flick of the comb, a touch of cologne, and he’s off down the stairs.
         

         
         “I’m going to see Victoria!” he says to his brother.

         
         “Okay,” replies Jorge.

         
         Léonard leaves the house at full speed and runs down the road to the village.

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge stares at the empty chair in front of him—the one where Mona loved to sit and read.

         
         His life seems to be a series of bereavements and heartrending farewells.

         
         At just thirty-six, he’s lost Sarah, his father, and his mother.

         
         His youth, his honor, and his freedom.

         
         All his hopes and dreams.

         
         And he’s lost Lola.

         
         What’s left for him now? An exhausting and pointless job. Memories, almost all of them bad. A sword of Damocles hanging over
            his head. Hate in his heart, injustice in his veins.
         

         
         Fortunately, he has Lennie.

         
         Today, he knows that this brother who fell from the sky is a stroke of luck.

         
         Today, Léonard is no longer a burden, a ball and chain, a source of anguish. He gives meaning to Jorge’s life. He’s a direction
            to follow, a reason to fight. Someone who cares about him and who’d do anything to protect him.
         

         
         From the old sideboard in the living room, Jorge retrieves the photo albums his mother always treasured. As he turns the pages,
            he relives snatches of his childhood. Those blessed years when he didn’t know his future would be a terrifying battle he was
            doomed to lose. He meets his own gaze before the cataclysm. His dark, sparkling eyes, his carefree smile. His cheeky angel
            face.
         

         
         He sees Mona again, so beautiful, so brave.

         
         “I miss you, Mom.”

         
         He barely cried when she died, but this afternoon he will. Silent, solitary tears, a private pain that’s impossible to share.

         
         “I miss you so much. What am I going to do without you?”

         
         He moves on to the next album, where he’s a teenager. His rebel poses, his voracious appetite for a life he imagined would brim with pleasures and discoveries. 

         
         His father in his workshop, laboring at the craft that Jorge could not even deign to take an interest in.

         
         In the third and final album, he’s a man. “The most handsome in the village,” Mona used to say. “The most handsome on Earth.”

         
         A man who has no idea that his life is about to turn upside down.

         
         The shots of him with Sarah have been cut in half, leaving just him. Mona’s work, no doubt.

         
         Then Jorge disappears. Years without a single photo, until Léonard arrives. A little boy with a shy look, who seems to be
            asking for forgiveness.
         

         
         Asking why.

         
         His hand desperately clasps Mona’s.

         
         Jorge puts the albums away and goes out into the yard. Inside Joseph’s old workshop, he searches for empty boxes to store
            his mother’s belongings. The place is cluttered; the boxes aren’t easy to reach, and in his attempt to grab them, Jorge cuts
            his hand on an old tool.
         

         
         “Shit!”

         
         He manages to snag three boxes and takes them back to the dining room. Tomorrow, he’ll be able to pack away Mona’s clothes.
            He disinfects the wound on his hand and goes upstairs to change. Back in the living room, he lies down on the couch. A few
            minutes later, Arsène comes and nestles up against him.
         

         
         “So you do know I exist?” Jorge smiles.

         
         He stares at the ceiling and pets the cat absently.

         
         Escape this house, this village, all these people who judged him long before the trial.

         
         Get away from this hostile land, even if it’s only fifty miles.

         
         And when he’s finally free, leave.

         
         Go far from here, to Glen Affric.

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard runs the whole way. He cuts across the fields to save time.

         
         He arrives at his destination, not far from the main road, near the old, abandoned barn that’s threatening to collapse. He
            spots Victoria’s scooter parked in an out-of-the-way spot and immediately calls out for her.
         

         
         “Victoria, I’m here!”

         
         He goes around the barn but doesn’t see her. He smiles at the thought of her hiding. She does this every time he’s late, every
            time his memory fails him and she’s forced to hang around, as she puts it. A gentle punishment, in short. She’s hidden behind a grove, a small wall. One time, she even climbed a tree,
            and it took him fifteen whole minutes to find her.
         

         
         “Victoria?”

         
         He heads for the woods, continuing to call her name.

         
         “I’m sorry I was late! Come on, come out!”

         
         He starts laughing.

         
         “Victoria! Come give me a kiss! I promise I’ll be on time next time!”

         
         She never goes far, and he knows it won’t be long before he finds her. He goes to take his phone out of his pocket, but realizes
            he’s left it at home. Too bad, he could have called and made her phone ring. So he resumes his quest and heads back toward
            the barn. Along the way, he picks a few wildflowers to make a bouquet. A way of making amends.
         

         
         He steps over the low stone wall and heads toward a large pile of branches.

         
         A good hiding place.

         
         Gently rounding the obstacle like a cat trying to surprise its prey, he catches sight of the tip of his friend’s Converse.

         
         “Found you!”

         
         He rushes over and discovers her lying on her side in the weeds.

         
         “Victoria, I’m here!”

         
         He takes a step toward her.

         
         “Pretending to be asleep?”

         
         He holds up his bouquet with a big smile.

         
         “If you don’t open your eyes, you won’t see my surprise!”

         
         All at once, his smile fades and his fingers loosen. The flowers scatter on the ground.

         
         Victoria’s skirt has been pulled up to the middle of her thighs. The top of her blouse is open, revealing her bra. She has
            a small wound on her leg and blood on her temple.
         

         
         “Victoria?” Léonard murmurs.

         
         He falls to his knees beside her, strokes her face, and takes her hand in his. “Open your eyes!”

         
         Still on his knees, he puts a hand under her neck, an arm under her back, and lifts her off the ground. He kisses her face,
            presses it against his, and hugs her.
         

         
         “No!” he shouts. “No!”

         
         He continues to kiss her, soaking her body with tears. Then she opens her eyes, as if he’d brought her back to life. She raises
            a trembling hand to her temple.
         

         
         “My head hurts,” she mutters. “I . . . I fell and . . . and I hit . . . my head on a rock.”

         
         “Where’s your phone? Call for help!”

         
         “No, Lennie. There’s no need,” she says weakly.

         
         Supported by Léonard, she manages to stand up.

         
         “I’m fine. Don’t worry—I feel a little sick, but I’m fine.”

         
         “Did someone attack you?”

         
         “No, no. I . . . I wanted to play a joke on you and my . . . my feet got caught on something and I went flying.”

         
         He accompanies her to the low wall and helps her to sit down. “We could at least call Jorge!”

         
         “No, Lennie, please don’t worry.”

         
         “You wanted to play a joke on me, you said?”

         
         “Yeah, since you left me alone in this dingy dump for an hour, I wanted you to think I’d been attacked.”

         
         She buttons up her blouse and takes a handkerchief from her skirt pocket to wipe the blood from her temple.

         
         “I decided to go hide behind that pile of branches and then I fell flat on my face. Shit, I was out like a light!”

         
         “Very clever!” growls Léonard. “You scared me half to death!”

         
         She strokes his tense face.

         
         “Sorry!” she says with an embarrassed smile. “But next time, you’ll be on time, right?”

         
         “I promise. I’ll even be early—that’s how scared I was!”

         
         “Anyway, I saw how much you care about me,” Victoria murmurs, snuggling up to him. “You looked very upset!”

         
         “If you died, I think my heart would stop. . . .”
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         He left her tied to the chair for days and nights.

         
         For days and nights Angélique stared at the dead cat at her feet.

         
         When he finally unties her bonds, her stiff body collapses to the floor.

         
         “Have you learned your lesson? No, you’re incapable of learning anything—you’re too dumb for that!”

         
         She struggles to her feet, and he grabs her wrist to lead her into the kitchen.

         
         “You’ve got your work cut out for you. I want everything in perfect shape in two hours, is that clear?”

         
         Leaning on the back of a chair, she nods. He goes to the living room before returning with the cat’s corpse in his hands.
            “And you’re going to take care of this piece of filth, too. You’re going to peel off his skin, just like you would a rabbit’s.”
         

         
         A smile of infinite cruelty etches an arc across his ugly face. With a shake of her head, Angélique refuses.

         
         “You’ll do it—I know you will. And I’m going to nail his skin to your bedroom door. That way, I can be sure you won’t forget
            what happens when you try to kill me, bitch.”
         

         
         He throws the cat on the table and locks the kitchen.

         
         Angélique stands looking at the poor animal for a long time. Then she grabs the carving knife and brings it close to her right
            wrist. She hesitates before turning the weapon on the cat.
         

         
         Don’t die now.

         
         But above all, don’t die alone.

         
         Take him down with you.

         
          

         In the afternoon, Angélique sits on her bed, cloistered in her room. She looks at the feline skin that now hangs on the back
            of her door. She took it down, even threw it out the window, through the bars, but Maréchal simply nailed it to the wood again.
            So she stopped fighting.
         

         
         She’s alone in the house because her uncle is away. He left this morning, and she doesn’t know when he’ll be back.

         
         Sitting on her battered mattress, she talks to what’s left of her friend. Even though no words pass her lips, she tells him
            of her suffering, her desire for death.
         

         
         I’m sorry I flayed you, but I had no choice, you know.

         
         Of course you know. What he’s capable of.

         
         What kind of monster lives under this roof.
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         Léonard goes down into the living room, making as little noise as possible so he doesn’t disturb his brother, asleep on the
            couch. He slips into the kitchen and makes coffee. When he drops a teaspoon on the tile floor, Jorge wakes up with a start.
         

         
         “Shit, Lennie! Can’t you let me snooze a little?”

         
         “We need to get my room painted. It’s dry, I checked.”

         
         Jorge sits up on the couch, puts on jeans and a T-shirt, and joins his brother, who places a steaming mug in front of him.
            He checks the time on the clock and realizes that it’s not even seven. “You’re never tired, are you, Lennie?”
         

         
         “No, why would I be tired?”

         
         “No reason.” Jorge sighs. “Grab me the sugar.”

         
         “I didn’t think you had a habit of putting sugar in your coffee.”

         
         “Habits are crap, Lennie.”

         
         “That couch is a real backbreaker, isn’t it?”

         
         “For sure,” says Jorge, yawning.

         
         “That’s why I need my room repainted. That way, it’ll be dry tonight, and you can sleep in your own bed.”

         
         Jorge smiles. “Ah, so you woke me up before seven for my own good, then?”

         
         “Yes, that’s the only reason. And because I don’t like having breakfast on my own.”

         
         Léonard devours two buns, a croissant, and two yogurts, while Jorge sips his coffee.

         
         “You must have starved in prison—”

         
         “Yeah. The food is gross, and the portions are for dwarves.”

         
         “Are you seeing Victoria today?”

         
         “No, never on Thursdays.”

         
         “But isn’t it school vacation?”

         
         “Not yet,” says Léonard. “That’s in two weeks. Her parents are going to Spain, but Victoria’s staying here. She’s going to
            stay with her grandmother in the village. That way, we can see each other every day!” adds Léonard with a big smile.
         

         
         “Cool—you must have been scared shitless last night!”

         
         “I thought she was dead. It was horrible.”

         
         “You can’t leave her on her own in a place like that,” Jorge admonishes. “Especially since you saw that guy watching you in
            the forest. You never know—”
         

         
         “Yes, you’re right, Jorge. I’ll never be late again. I swear.”

         
         “A wise resolution. Ready to get down to work?”

         
         “Yes, and . . . well, I’ve been thinking about the house. I figure if Mona wanted us to sell it, and if that’s what you want,
            too, then that’s what we should do.”
         

         
         “We’ll see when we’re done fixing it up,” replies Jorge.

         
         “But if we leave, we’d better not go too far. So I can still see Victoria.”

         
         “We’ll keep that in mind, brother. Don’t worry.”

         
         Léonard clears the table while Jorge stretches like a cat. When his cell phone rings, he heads for the coffee table.

         
         “It’s darned early to call,” remarks Léonard.

         
         “It’s Sacha,” says Jorge, and he picks up. “Hello? No, don’t worry! Lennie woke me. What’s up?”

         
         Léonard sees his brother’s face transform in slow motion. The next moment, he hears the purr of an engine approaching the
            house.
         

         
         “Too late,” mutters Jorge. “They’re already here. I’m counting on you to look after Lennie, Sacha—yes, thank you. Thank you very much.” 

         
         When Jorge hangs up, he’s livid.

         
         “What’s wrong?” asks Léonard.

         
         Footsteps in the yard. Knocking on the door.

         
         “Police, open up!”

         
         “They’ve come to arrest me, Lennie. Stay calm, please. And if they ask you any questions, you answer truthfully. Nothing but
            the truth, okay?”
         

         
         “But . . . why?” whispers Léonard in fright.

         
         “Sacha says they found a body in the woods last night.”

         
         “Police, open up!” the voice shouts again.

         
         Jorge turns the key and finds himself face-to-face with Captain Solers. Behind him, six men in uniform.

         
         “Mr. Mathieu, we have a few questions for you and your brother,” Solers snaps aggressively.

         
         “May I ask what this is about?”

         
         The officer holds up a piece of paper that Jorge has no trouble identifying.

         
         “We’re acting on a judicial warrant in relation to a homicide,” explains the captain. “We have a judge’s authorization to
            search your home. And we also ask that you come with us to the station for questioning.”
         

         
         There’s no point in trying to refuse, Jorge knows. He opens the door wide and lets in the uniformed men.

         
         “Am I under arrest?”

         
         “Not yet,” says Solers.

         
         A low-ranking officer escorts them to the living room to sit down, and his colleagues put on latex gloves before proceeding
            to search the first floor. Léonard casts panicked glances at his brother.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Lennie. They won’t find anything; we’ve done nothing wrong.”

         
         The officers empty the kitchen garbage can, open the cabinets and inspect the drawers. They examine the inside of the dining room sideboard. They have the brothers stand and they pull out all the couch cushions. On Solers’s orders, they seize the pack of cigarettes from the coffee table and seal it in a bag. 

         
         “We’re going upstairs,” says Solers. “Please follow us.”

         
         Once upstairs, the officers start with Léonard’s room, which is completely empty.

         
         “Who sleeps in here?” asks Solers.

         
         “Léonard,” replies Jorge. “But as you can see, we’re in the process of redecorating this room.”

         
         “So where is he sleeping?”

         
         “He took my room last night and I slept in the living room.”

         
         The uniforms move to the room opposite, cluttered with Léonard’s belongings. Fists clenched, Léonard watches them violate
            his privacy, scatter his clothes on the floor, desecrate the boxes he kept under his bed. He stays in the hallway with his
            brother, who’s trying to keep him calm.
         

         
         “It’s okay, Lennie.”

         
         The officers then enter the sanctuary.

         
         “That’s my mother’s room!” yells Léonard. “My mother’s dead!”

         
         “So what?” the captain snaps. “What’s the big deal?”

         
         He enters Mona’s room first, followed by one of his subordinates, while Jorge and Léonard are told to remain in the hallway.
            While a major searches the wardrobe, Solers pulls out all the dresser drawers and throws Mona’s underwear on the bedspread.
            He grabs a handkerchief from his pocket and blows his nose loudly before continuing the carnage.
         

         
         “He’s touching Mona’s things with his germy hands!” whispers Léonard, hatred in his eyes.

         
         “Stay calm,” urges Jorge in a low voice.

         
         Solers opens the wooden boxes on the chest of drawers, where Mona kept her little secrets and a few pieces of jewelry. Then he goes into the bathroom and spills the dirty laundry hamper out onto the tiles. 

         
         Suddenly, he calls out to his deputy, Lieutenant Meyers. “Maxime, come look at this!”

         
         Meyers goes over to Solers, who’s holding up his trophy: a light gray T-shirt stained with blood.

         
         The captain strides toward Jorge, a triumphant look on his face.

         
         “Whose is this?”

         
         “It’s mine,” replies Jorge.

         
         “Where did this blood come from?”

         
         “I cut myself,” he explains, pointing to his bandaged right hand.

         
         “A lot of blood for such a small wound,” says Solers with a mortician’s smile.

         
         He places the T-shirt in a plastic bag before gesturing to his subordinates. Two officers approach, handcuffs at the ready.
            Then, staring straight into Jorge’s eyes, Solers proclaims,
         

         
         “Jorge Mathieu, Léonard Mathieu, it’s 8:11 a.m., and you’re both under arrest as part of the investigation into the murder
            of Lola Tournier. . . .”
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         The lightning bolt hits Jorge hard.

         
         “Lola?” he murmurs.

         
         “You have the right to remain silent,” continues Captain Solers. “The right to be examined by a doctor—”

         
         “Jorge, what’s going on?” whimpers Léonard.

         
         “The right to notify a relative, the right to be assisted by a lawyer.”

         
         Jorge wobbles, finds support on the nearest wall.

         
         “It can’t be true—not Lola!”

         
         One of the officers forces him to turn and handcuffs his wrists behind his back. Another wants to do the same with Léonard,
            but the teenager pushes him away.
         

         
         “Jorge!”

         
         “Calm down!” Solers orders.

         
         “Leave my brother alone!” yells Léonard.

         
         Jorge does not react. Solers opens his holster and puts his hand on the butt of his gun. “I advise you to take it easy. Or
            else . . .”
         

         
         In the cramped hall, Léonard struggles, throwing two of the men to the floor. Finally, Jorge snaps out of it.

         
         “Stop it, Lennie! Let them do their thing.”

         
         The sound of Jorge’s voice immobilizes Léonard. He surrenders and feels the handcuffs tighten on his wrists.

         
         “Jorge! What’s happening?”

         
         “Call in forensics,” Solers orders his team. “And search everywhere—the grounds, outbuildings. . . . Come on, let’s get them
            in the car.”
         

         
         The officers escort the two brothers into the yard and place them in separate cars. Jorge finds himself in the back of a Peugeot 5008, sitting next to Lieutenant Meyers, while Solers takes the wheel. The Peugeot exits the yard and heads down the small road, closely followed by a Renault Duster, in which Léonard sits captive. 

         
         “We should never have released you,” says the captain, looking at Jorge in the rearview mirror. “I know one fucking judge
            who’s going to be kicking himself.”
         

         
         Jorge isn’t listening. Face set, he’s trying to hold back the tears.

         
         “But this time, you’ll never get out. You’re going to die in prison, I guarantee it.”

         
         The convoy reaches the main road that runs through town, and Solers turns on the flashing lights before he slows down. It’s
            a holiday, so people crowd the village streets, and the Peugeot now moves at walking speed. Fortunately for Jorge and Léonard,
            the rear windows of both vehicles are tinted.
         

         
         “Feels a little warm in here, doesn’t it, Mathieu?” Solers says sarcastically. He lowers the window, and Jorge is now visible
            to all.
         

         
         “Roll up the window, Yves!” orders Meyers sharply.

         
         The captain smirks. “We have to show the good people that we’re doing our job, don’t we?”

         
         “Roll up that window right now!”

         
         Solers obeys, but the damage is already done. A dozen people have seen Jorge’s face—enough for everyone in the village to
            know about his arrest within the hour.
         

         
         The vehicles pull up to the station after passing two local journalists armed with cameras.

         
         “Would you like to cover your face?” suggests Meyers.

         
         Jorge doesn’t respond, and Solers yanks him roughly out of the 5008. At the same time, another officer pulls Léonard out of
            the Duster. The two are marched into the building, and Jorge hears his brother’s desperate voice calling for help.
         

         
         “Jorge, stay with me! Don’t leave me. . . .”

         
         Seconds later, they’re separated. And Jorge doesn’t know when—or if—they’ll see each other again.

         
         *  *  *

         Surrounded by four armed men, Léonard stands in a cramped room with a table and a chair. One of the officers removes his handcuffs
            and the other three guard the door. One of them holds a club.
         

         
         “Take off your clothes,” orders the criminal investigation officer.

         
         Léonard looks around, as if searching for a way out.

         
         “Are you deaf? Take off your clothes,” repeats the man.

         
         Léonard remembers his arrival in prison, when the guards did a body search. One of the worst memories in his short life. So
            he refuses with a shake of the head.
         

         
         “I advise you to cooperate. If you don’t, you’ll be in big trouble—do you know what trouble is?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “And do you want trouble?”

         
         “No, sir.”

         
         “Then take off your clothes and be quick about it.”

         
          

         Jorge takes off his T-shirt, then his jeans, and finds himself in his underwear, under the mocking gaze of Captain Solers.
            “Looks like prison didn’t damage you too much! Come on, take off your underwear.”
         

         
         Jorge obeys while the captain circles him, and the lieutenant searches his belongings. Meyers returns his clothes and Jorge
            immediately gets dressed.
         

         
          

         Naked in front of four strangers, Léonard places his hands in front of his genitals. As the criminal investigation officer
            inspects the pockets of his jeans, he stares at the floor.
         

         
         “It’s okay, you can put your clothes back on,” says the man. “Then we’ll put the handcuffs back on you.”

         
         Léonard hurriedly does so, then holds his arms out in front of him.

         
         “Good job,” the man snickers. “You’re making progress! Come on.”

         
         Dragged into the hallway, Léonard catches a fleeting glimpse of his brother.

         
         “Jorge!”

         
         Their eyes meet just before he’s pushed into another room.

         
         *  *  *

         Lieutenant Meyers settles down behind his computer. Jorge sits opposite him, one wrist handcuffed to the chair. As he stares
            at the linoleum, he tells himself he’s cursed, damned. That fate has decided to strike him down, along with all those who
            are dear to him. That a man whose identity he doesn’t know has decided to massacre every woman he has the misfortune to love.
         

         
         Jorge knows exactly what to expect.

         
         He knows better than anyone.

         
         The machine has started up again, and it won’t stop until it has ground him to dust. But today, he’s not the only one under
            suspicion. So, even if his strength fails him, he has to fight to save Léonard.
         

         
         Solers enters the office, accompanied by a senior officer who announces himself: “I’m Commander Caron, head of the brigade.
            Lieutenant Meyers here is in charge of the investigation into the murder of Lola Tournier and will interview you under the
            supervision of my deputy, Captain Solers. But I think you already know him, don’t you?”
         

         
         “I want my lawyer,” Jorge replies simply.

         
         The man—older, probably in his fifties—stares at him for a few moments. “He’s been contacted. But we’re going to start the
            interrogation without waiting for him.”
         

         
         The commander exchanges a knowing glance with his deputy, then disappears, closing the door behind him. Solers crosses his arms and leans against a low piece of furniture, keeping the defendant in his sights. 

         
         “Last name, first name, age, and profession,” says Lieutenant Meyers.

         
         “Mathieu, Jorge. Night watchman. Born on September 2, 1984, in Granviller.”

         
         “Marital status?”

         
         “Single.”

         
         “Where were you yesterday between 4 p.m. and 8 p.m.?”

         
         Given the wide time window, Jorge understands that Lola’s autopsy hasn’t happened yet.

         
         “At home.”

         
         “Alone?” Meyers presses.

         
         Jorge hesitates. He didn’t have time to consult with Léonard, so there’s no point in lying.

         
         “It depends,” he replies.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “My brother left in the afternoon. Around three, I think.”

         
         “And what time did he come back?”

         
         “I don’t know exactly. It must have been a little after six.”

         
         “What was he like when he came home?” asks Meyers.

         
         “Normal.”

         
         “Normal?” sneers Solers. “Does he ever act normal?”
         

         
         “Do you know where he went?” continues the lieutenant.

         
         “Yes, he had a date with his girlfriend, Victoria. Victoria Delambre.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         Captain Solers begins to circle Jorge like a bird of ill omen.

         
         “They always meet just outside the village, near Hanged Man’s Wood.”

         
         “And why choose such a . . . strange place?”

         
         “Victoria’s parents don’t particularly approve of their daughter dating my brother.”

         
         “What a surprise!” says Solers. “They’re sensible people!”

         
         Jorge continues his explanations, pretending the captain doesn’t exist.

         
         “So they try to keep a low profile. Since our house is the only one at the end of the road, Victoria avoids coming there.
            If anyone sees her riding her scooter that way, they’d know where she’s headed.”
         

         
         “Why don’t her parents want her to go out with your brother?”

         
         “Probably because Victoria’s father fired me. I worked for him when I got out of prison. Stuff got stolen and, of course,
            some people accused me. Since I was on probation, Delambre decided to let me go to keep the peace at his company. But he didn’t
            press charges, which means he wasn’t convinced I was guilty—”
         

         
         “Or he was afraid of you,” Solers says emphatically.

         
         Meyers clears his throat before resuming. He takes a photo from the folder and places it on the desk, right in front of Jorge.
            The photo shows an item of evidence: three cigarette butts in a plastic bag.
         

         
         “We found these cigarette butts yesterday, very close to the crime scene,” explains the lieutenant.

         
         He places another sealed item alongside the photograph. It’s the pack of Bensons confiscated an hour earlier from Jorge and
            Léonard’s home.
         

         
         “Same brand, same cigarettes.”

         
          

         “Last name, first name, date and place of birth,” demands Major Brunet.

         
         Léonard is somewhere else, on his boat, in the middle of a raging ocean.

         
         “Hey! What’s your name?”

         
         “Léonard.”

         
         “Léonard what?”

         
         “Léonard Mathieu.”

         
         “Date of birth?”

         
         “November 6, 2005.”

         
         “Where were you born?”

         
         “In a ditch.”

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “In a ditch, sir. . . .”

         
          

         “So what?” retorts Jorge. “I’m not the only one who smokes Bensons!”

         
         “That’s right. Your brother smokes them, too, doesn’t he?”

         
         The back of Jorge’s neck stiffens.

         
         “From time to time. He can’t afford them, so he steals mine.”

         
         “As I was saying, we found these cigarette butts very close to the crime scene, at the foot of a tree. As if the assailant
            had been smoking while waiting for his victim. We sent them to the lab for DNA testing, of course.”
         

         
         “Standard procedure,” agrees Jorge.

         
         “But it won’t be your DNA on those cigarettes, Mr. Mathieu, since you’ve never set foot in this place, have you?”

         
         The crude trap draws a sigh from Jorge.

         
         “To answer your question, I’d have to know where the crime took place—”

         
         “Behind the park.”

         
         “That’s pretty vague.”

         
         “On the narrow path alongside the stream. Is this a path you’ve taken since your release?”

         
         “Yes, once—a few months ago—I was with Lola. She liked to walk in that area. It’s where she jogged. I told her not to go out
            there alone. . . . I told her it was deserted; it was dangerous!”
         

         
         Jorge remembers Lola laughing, claiming she knew how to defend herself.

         
         “Let’s move on to your relationship with the victim. When did you meet her?”

         
         Jorge reminds them of the fight in the alley, the arrest, and Lola’s witness statement.

         
         “We stayed together for about three months. Then we went our separate ways.”

         
         “She dumped you, more like!” barks Solers.

         
         Jorge finally turns toward his sworn enemy and stares him straight in the eye. “I’m the one who left her.”

         
         “That’s not what they say in the village!”

         
         “Do you listen to gossip, Captain? I think maybe you like it a little too much.”

         
          

         Major Brunet cuts the camera, then addresses Léonard.

         
         “Will you stop screwing around with me, young man? Because if you don’t, things are going to get ugly!”

         
         “I’m not screwing around with you, sir. Mona found me in a ditch. Close to home. Before that, I don’t remember anything. So
            I don’t know where I was born.”
         

         
         Brunet turns the camera back on.

         
         “Where were you yesterday between 4 p.m. and 8 p.m.?”

         
         Léonard tries to think, despite the fear that churns his guts. Despite the storm that threatens to capsize his skiff. Victoria
            ordered him never to talk about their little meetings, and he hasn’t forgotten.
         

         
         “I was at home, with Jorge.”

         
         But he suddenly remembers his brother’s words as the police burst in.

         
         If they ask you questions, you answer truthfully. Nothing but the truth, okay?

         
         “I was at home with Jorge and then I was with Victoria.”

         
         “Who’s Victoria?”

         
         “Victoria Delambre.”

         
         “The three of you were at your place, right?”

         
         “Yes—no, that’s not right. I was with Victoria, and then I went home and I was with Jorge.”

         
         “Be more precise,” the major snaps. “From what time to what time were you with Miss Delambre?”

         
         Léonard wipes his sweaty forehead with his forearm.

         
         “I think I got there at three thirty. I was a half hour late because I fell asleep.”

         
         “And then?”

         
         “Well, we both stayed a while. Even though she’d fallen and hurt her head.”

         
         “Where were you?”

         
         “Hanged Man’s Wood.”

         
         “Charming—and what time did you leave each other?”

         
         A long hesitation from Léonard.

         
         “I think it was around six. Yes, around six, that’s right!”

         
         “Victoria, is she your girlfriend? Are you sleeping together?”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         Brunet cuts the camera again.

         
         “I’m asking if you fuck her, big guy. Is that clearer?”

         
         He restarts the recording before asking the question again.

         
         “Are you having sexual relations with Victoria Delambre?”

         
         “No!” exclaims Léonard.

         
         “And what do you do when you meet up at Hanged Man’s Wood?”

         
         “We talk and . . . kiss, too.”

         
         “Cute!” scoffs Brunet. “So you say that you went home around six o’clock, is that right?”

         
         “No, Victoria left at six.”

         
         Brunet frowns. “And what did you do?”

         
         “Well, I left, too.”

         
         The officer rolls his eyes.

         
         “Okay, so you left Hanged Man’s Wood around six. What then?”

         
         “I went home.”

         
         “What time did you get home?”

         
         “I dunno—”

         
         “Don’t you have a watch? Or a phone?”

         
         “Yes . . . but I didn’t look.”

         
         “How long does it take you to get back?”

         
         “It depends. If I hurry, it takes me twenty minutes. But sometimes, I hang around and—”

         
         “Did you hang around yesterday or not?”
         

         
         “Uh . . . no, I went straight home—but I didn’t hurry.”

         
         “So you must have arrived home, say, around six thirty. Is that right?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
          

         “I left Lola to protect her.”

         
         Solers sneers again. Then he leans over to Jorge and whispers, “Murdering women is your way of protecting them, is that right?”

         
         Taut as a bow, Jorge tries to stare at Meyers and not respond to the captain’s provocations.

         
         “The locals made her pay for our relationship. But you know that, because she filed complaints about the anonymous letters,
            the broken windows, and so on. Despite all that, she—”
         

         
         Overwhelmed by emotion, Jorge starts to choke up.

         
         “Despite all that, she wanted us to continue. But I wanted to stop before . . .”

         
         He feels the tears well up in his eyes and barely contains them.

         
         “Before anything happened to her,” he concludes.

         
         “Her neighbor says that she threw you out,” Meyers continues.

         
         “That’s what I wanted everyone to believe. And since the neighbor upstairs was constantly spying on us, I had the idea of
            shouting on the landing. I can’t remember exactly what I said, but—”
         

         
         “Let me refresh your memory,” suggests Meyers, consulting his notepad. “I’m leaving, since that’s what you want. . . . Don’t you dare call me again. Find yourself another guy, you stupid bitch.’ Can you confirm this?” 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Those are not the words of a man in love!” points out Solers.

         
         Jorge continues to ignore the captain and turns to Meyers. “If you check my inbox, you’ll see an email from Lola—she wrote
            it to me sometime after we split up. She said she understood that I’d done it to protect her, and that it was the most beautiful
            thing anyone had ever done out of love for her.”
         

         
         “We’ll check,” says the lieutenant. Then he takes another sealed package from the drawer and presents it to Jorge. The light
            gray T-shirt, stained with blood.
         

         
         “We’re going to send this garment to the lab, but first I’d like you to explain where the blood came from.”

         
         “I told you. Yesterday afternoon, I went to my father’s old workshop to get some boxes, and I hurt my hand. I bled a lot and
            stained my shirt.”
         

         
         “So when we analyze this blood, it will be yours we identify, not Miss Tournier’s?”

         
         “It’s mine,” confirms Jorge, pointing to his wound.

         
         Solers intervenes again.

         
         “And I say this blood is your victim’s—unless she bit your hand trying to save her own life!”

         
         “Does this look like a bite wound to you, Captain?” retorts Jorge, removing his bandage. “I haven’t seen Lola for weeks; I
            had no reason to kill her—quite the contrary. Read the email she sent me, and you’ll see. We both hoped to meet again later,
            under different circumstances. Far from this village.”
         

         
         The captain takes a sip of water before returning to the attack.

         
         “You claim to be innocent?” he barks. “So maybe your brother’s the murderer?”

         
         Jorge gives him what looks like a terrifying smile. “Captain Solers, you’ve already made one police mistake. So you should make sure there isn’t a second one. My brother didn’t kill Lola; I’m certain of that. As I’m sure the scientific teams will soon demonstrate. And besides, why would Lennie have murdered Lola? It doesn’t make sense.” 

         
         “Save your sales pitch for the jury,” advises Solers. “Your dumb brother slaughtered that poor woman, and you’re trying to
            cover it up. Is killing young girls in the genes? It’s atavistic, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “Don’t use words you don’t know the meaning of, Captain. My brother and I have no shared genes. He was adopted, need I remind
            you? Need I also remind you that he’s a minor and should have already seen our lawyer?”
         

         
         “We told you, he’s on his way,” Solers sneers. “We’re in the middle of nowhere out here!”

         
         “You might not like it, but there are laws in this country,” says Jorge.

         
         The captain leans toward him. “Yes, there are laws: to put scum like you out of commission.”

         
         Jorge stares at him again before answering. “If you had done your job properly sixteen years ago,” he says, with a pointed
            look at the captain, “maybe Lola would still be alive today.”
         

         
         “And if the death penalty hadn’t been abolished so soon,” Solers snarls back, “you wouldn’t be here, soiling the floor of
            my office. Your head would be lying next to your body in a pretty coffin.”
         

         
         Increasingly uneasy, Lieutenant Meyers clears his throat.

         
         “So shut your big mouth, Mathieu. You’ve been convicted, found guilty of a double murder. You’re not innocent; you never were.
            Either you killed that poor girl or you asked your brother to take care of her.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         “To sum up, then, you were near Hanged Man’s Wood with Victoria Delambre until six and then went home, right?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Was your brother there?”

         
         Léonard hesitates again.

         
         “Well?”

         
         “I think so.”

         
         A strange jumble reigns in Léonard’s head. Anxiety and stress turn his brain upside down. Days, hours, words—everything runs
            together.
         

         
         “You think so? But you’re not sure?”
         

         
         “I . . . I know that. . . . We ate together. What was it again? Pizza—yes! We had pizza.”

         
         “What time do you have dinner?”

         
         “When the news is on TV.”

         
         “Around eight, then. But specifically between 6:30 p.m. and 8 p.m., was your brother home?”

         
         Léonard squirms in his chair, pins and needles in his legs and poison in his veins. He tries to remember, to sort through
            the images flooding his brain. Finally, he remembers telling his brother about Victoria’s fall as soon as he got home.
         

         
         “Yes, he was there!” he exclaims.

         
         “I see. And did he seem normal?”

         
         “Normal, yes.”

         
         “Did he change his clothes between the time you left and the time you came back?”

         
         Léonard frowns and racks his brain once more.

         
         “I can’t remember.”

         
         “Try to remember, it’s important.”

         
         “I . . . I think he had a different T-shirt on.”

         
         “And the car, had it moved?”

         
         Léonard stares at him in anguish.

         
         “Your brother’s Clio, was it parked in the same place or not?”

         
         “I don’t know, sir.”

         
         “Do you think it had moved?”

         
         “I don’t know!” moans Léonard.

         
         The major exits the room, leaving Léonard under guard.

         
          

         “You’re delusional,” sighs Jorge. “I didn’t kill Lola, and neither did my brother.”

         
         “So you say, Mathieu, but the problem is, you don’t have an alibi. And you do have a motive. An obvious motive: Lola Tournier
            dumped you like the piece of shit you are, and you couldn’t take it!”
         

         
         Regaining momentum, Solers catches his breath before continuing.

         
         “The second problem is that there are a number of similarities between the murder of Lola Tournier and that of Sarah Lebrun.
            Same modus operandi, same body position. The third problem is that we picked up some Benson cigarette butts near the victim
            and confiscated a pack of the same from the coffee table in your living room.”
         

         
         Another pause.

         
         “And the fourth problem is that we have a T-shirt found at your place covered in blood. That’s quite a lot, isn’t it?”

         
         “You’re right, Captain, it’s more than a lot, it’s too much. As if it were a setup,” says Jorge.
         

         
         “What do you mean?” asks Lieutenant Meyers.

         
         “I mean, maybe the guy who killed Sarah sixteen years ago thought he could kill again, now that I was free. He probably figured
            the police would come straight to me! And he was right.”
         

         
         Meyers stares at his interrogatee for a second. An intelligent but cold look, with no empathy.

         
         “We also took a strand of hair from Lola Tournier’s clothes,” he reveals. “Black hair, darker than the victim’s.”

         
         “So, as far as you’re concerned, I’m the only guy with black hair who smokes Bensons, is that it?”

         
         “Not at all, Mr. Mathieu. But you have to admit, it does make you wonder, doesn’t it?”

         
         “The results of the DNA test will show that I had nothing to do with it!” says Jorge.

         
         “I hope so, for your sake. But if not—”

         
         “If not, it’s a setup!”

         
         “A setup? And how could your DNA have ended up at the crime scene, Mr. Mathieu?”

         
         “My brother always leaves the doors and windows open. You can just walk into our house like it’s a barn!”

         
         “So the murderer came to your home, took some cigarette butts, and placed them at the crime scene?”

         
         “Why not? The culprit may well have broken into our home and—”

         
         “Stop this circus act!” Solers intervenes. “The culprit is you or your degenerate brother—or both! In fact, I’m going to question
            him. And I’m sure he won’t last very long.”
         

         
         At that moment, Major Brunet opens the door and waves to his superior. Solers joins him in the hall, closing the door behind
            him.
         

         
         “Can I have some water?” Jorge asks the lieutenant.

         
         Meyers takes a small bottle from a drawer and hands it to the accused.

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Jorge quenches his thirst, then addresses Meyers again.

         
         “How did Lola die? Did she suffer a lot?”

         
         Meyers stares at him before he opens the folder and pulls out a photo, which he places in front of Jorge.

         
         Lola’s corpse, as they discovered it.

         
         “She suffered a lot, yes,” he adds in an icy voice.

         
         The young man’s eyes fill with tears and hatred. Meyers takes the photograph back just as Solers reappears.

         
         “Throw him in the cage. I’ll take care of the brother. . . .”

         
         *  *  *

         “So, Léonard, I hear you’re losing your memory?” Solers says aggressively after stopping the recording and locking the door.

         
         The teenager looks down at his shoes, uneasy at finding himself face-to-face with this man.

         
         “Hey, I’m talking to you!” yells the captain.

         
         Léonard jumps and puts a finger to his mouth.

         
         “When you went home last night, was your brother there—yes or no?” bellows Solers.

         
         “Where’s Jorge?”

         
         “Answer my question.”

         
         “Yes,” says Léonard. “He was there, definitely. I told the officer.”

         
         Solers brings his face close to the young man’s.

         
         “You’re lying.”

         
         “No!”

         
         Léonard continues to bite his finger. Solers takes a pair of handcuffs and orders the teenager to stand up.

         
         “Turn around.”

         
         He complies and feels the metal handcuffs tighten on his wrists. He grimaces from the increasing pain. Then he receives a
            blow to the back of his legs and falls to his knees on the linoleum. He shrieks in shock. He tries to get up, but Solers presses
            his club against his shoulder.
         

         
         “Stay on your knees, asshole.”

         
         Even though he wants to rebel, Léonard remains silent.

         
         “Okay, let’s start again,” continues the captain, increasing the pressure on Léonard’s shoulder. “When the major asked you
            if your brother was home when you got back, you hesitated.”
         

         
         “Yes, but . . . that’s because sometimes I don’t remember things very well.”

         
         “It was yesterday afternoon! It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours and you already don’t remember?”

         
         “It’s my brain—it has too many connections.”

         
         “Too many connections?” scoffs Solers. “It seems to me your brain doesn’t have enough connections!”
         

         
         “But then I remembered Jorge was there. He was on the couch! And I told him how Victoria had fallen—and that I even thought she was dead. And that I was really
            scared! Jorge was there. That’s for sure, and now I remember.”
         

         
         “Tell me, Léonard, are you sleeping with little Miss Delambre?”

         
         “No!”

         
         “No? And yet, Victoria is very pretty. And you’re already a man, aren’t you? You must want to go further with her!”

         
         “Jorge says she’s too young.”

         
         “Do you always do what your brother tells you?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “So you’re not sleeping with Victoria, but you’d like to.” Solers takes hold of his suspect’s neck with an unyielding grip.
            “It’s normal, you know—”
         

         
         “Yes, it’s normal,” says Léonard, shaking from the pain. “But you’re doing something not normal here.”

         
         “Shut up! Since you can’t sleep with Victoria, you’re finding the wait to be very long,” resumes Solers. “But Lola’s pretty,
            too, isn’t she?”
         

         
         “Yes, she’s pretty, Lola.”

         
         “So you thought you’d give it a try with her.”

         
         “Try what?”

         
         Solers stares at him with snake eyes.

         
         “Where’s Jorge?”

         
         “In a cell.”

         
         “Can I see him?”

         
         “No. Not until you answer my questions, you can’t. Did your brother ask you to lie, Léonard? Did he ask you to say he was home when he wasn’t?” 

         
         The teenager’s forehead wrinkles. “No, Jorge told me to tell the truth.”

         
         “If you ever lie to me, Léonard Mathieu, you’ll go back to prison and you’ll stay there for a very long time,” warns the captain.

         
         Another drop of sweat beads on Léonard’s temple.

         
         “I’m not lying, sir. Jorge was there. And he didn’t tell me to say that.”

         
         *  *  *

         Alone at last, Jorge can give free rein to his grief. He sits on the stark concrete bench, hugging his knees, and he weeps.

         
         Lola in the hands of the killer. Her body at the mercy of that monster. The torments inflicted, the fear in her eyes, staring
            death in the face.
         

         
         He should have been there, beside her. He should have protected her. Instead, he ran away; he abandoned her.

         
         Powerful sobs shake his shoulders, shoulders not broad enough for so much woe and pain.

         
         After a moment, he looks up and contemplates the walls around him. This sordid cell reminds him of another, then another.
            He tries to think, to understand what’s happening to him.
         

         
         What’s happening to them.
         

         
         Because today, Jorge is not alone in this trap. Léonard is in the hands of Solers, as sadistic as he is stubborn. Imagining
            his younger brother’s distress, his anguish, his terror, Jorge starts crying again.
         

         
         *  *  *

         “Where’s Jorge?”

         
         “I told you: He’s in a cell. We tied him to the wall so he can’t move!”

         
         “Don’t tie him to the wall!” exclaims Léonard.

         
         He makes a move to get up, and Solers hits him on the shoulder with his club.

         
         “Stay on your knees, or we’ll tie you to the wall, too.”

         
         Léonard begins to rock slightly despite his uncomfortable position.

         
         “Do you love your brother?”

         
         “Yes. And I don’t want him tied up.”

         
         “It’s good to love your brother,” agrees Solers. “But if you keep lying to me, I’m going to go down and see him. And since
            he’s tied to the wall, I’m going to have some fun with him—do you know what I mean?”
         

         
         “You have no right to do that!”

         
         “I have every right, you moron!”

         
         The young man moans, then screams. The cries of a terrified animal.

         
         “Shut up!” orders Solers.

         
         But Léonard’s cries rouse the station. Major Brunet knocks on the office door and tries to get in. From the hall, he calls
            out to his boss.
         

         
         “Everything all right, Captain?”

         
         “Yes, everything’s fine. He’s throwing a fit; it’s nothing.”

         
         Solers decides to change tactics.

         
         “Stop yelling and you can see your brother,” he claims.

         
         Léonard’s screams turn to whimpers, and then silence returns.

         
         “Good,” Solers congratulates him. “But you know, if Jorge has done something wrong, you have to tell me.”

         
         Léonard catches his breath before answering.

         
         “Jorge didn’t do anything wrong. No, that’s for sure.”

         
         “So how do you explain the fact that we found a T-shirt covered in blood in your bathroom?”

         
         “I don’t know, sir. It’s . . . he said he cut himself.”

         
         “And I think he’s lying. I think Lola was killed by your brother—or  by you.”

         
         Léonard’s eyes fill with fear. “I didn’t kill Lola!” he yells.

         
         Solers slams his club into the desk and Léonard nearly topples forward. Then the officer starts circling his prey again, to
            the point of making him dizzy.
         

         
         “It’s either Jorge or you,” says the captain. “It’s one of you—and one of you is going to spend the rest of his life in prison!”

         
         “It wasn’t me!” whimpers Léonard. “John didn’t do anything wrong!”

         
         “Who’s John?”
         

         
         Léonard now rocks back and forth frantically, his forehead banging against the desk with every movement.

         
         “Who is John?” demands Solers, trying to get his suspect to stop rocking and focus.
         

         
         “It wasn’t me. . . . It wasn’t me. . . . It wasn’t me. . . .”
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         Lieutenant Meyers descends the stairs and stops in front of the first cell. He looks at Jorge, frozen in place, transformed
            into a statue.
         

         
         “Follow me,” he says, opening the door.

         
         The two men proceed up the stairs, down the hall, and into the lieutenant’s office.

         
         “Sit down,” suggests Meyers, handing him a cup of coffee.

         
         “Thank you. Is our lawyer here yet?”

         
         “He’s with your brother.”

         
         “How is Léonard?”

         
         “I don’t have to answer that question. But I will tell you that he’s seen a doctor.”

         
         “You have to help me! Lennie is innocent and so am I!”

         
         Meyers stares at him icily. Jorge tries to regain his composure.

         
         “In my cell, I thought of something,” he says. “Lola had an affair with some guy when she first got to Granviller. She wouldn’t
            tell me his name, but I know she broke up with him quickly. After about a month, I think. She told me that he kept sending
            her messages, that he was harassing her in some way. That he wouldn’t accept that it was over!”
         

         
         “I know all about that,” Meyers says simply.

         
         “Do you know who it is?”

         
         “Yes. And I checked. It can’t have been him. Unlike you, he has an alibi for the afternoon of the murder.”

         
         Jorge shakes his head as the lieutenant continues.

         
         “I sent one of my men to interview Miss Delambre. She confirms your brother’s alibi. According to her, they were together from 3:30 p.m. to 6 p.m. And according to the results of the victim’s autopsy—” 

         
         “Her name was Lola,” interrupts Jorge.

         
         “According to the coroner, Miss Tournier was killed between 4 p.m. and 5:30 p.m.—which exonerates Léonard.”

         
         Jorge feels a deep sense of relief.

         
         “He’s being released from custody,” Meyers tells him. “But he’s still on our premises, as a witness. You, on the other hand,
            have no alibi, since your brother didn’t join you until six thirty. During his interrogation, he didn’t seem too sure he found
            you at the house when he came home. He hesitated before answering.”
         

         
         “Really?” Jorge says, surprised. “But I was there when he came back. He immediately told me what had happened to Victoria.”

         
         “What happened?”

         
         “She’d fallen and fainted. He thought she was dead, so he panicked—”

         
         “That’s what your brother and Miss Delambre told us. Léonard also told us that you changed your shirt between the time he
            left and the time he returned. Can you confirm this?”
         

         
         “But, yes, I already told you!” says Jorge, annoyed. “I cut myself and stained my shirt. So I changed!”

         
         Captain Solers bursts into the office and slams the door behind him. “Your lawyer wants to see you, Mathieu. But first, I’d
            like to know if you’ve thought this through.”
         

         
         “Thought what through?”

         
         “What you did yesterday afternoon.”

         
         “I’ve already answered that question. And I have nothing else to add.”

         
         “No alibi, a serious motive, and the DNA results tomorrow will confirm that you’re Lola Tournier’s killer. So, I don’t give a shit if you confess or not! While we wait for the lab results, you’ll chat for thirty minutes with your jabbering lawyer, and then go wait in your cell. It’ll bring back memories of the past and give you a taste of your future.” 

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard sits in the yard, on the steps of the building. He’s haggard, exhausted.

         
         “You can’t wait there,” an officer who’s posted at the top of the stairs informs him.

         
         “I’m waiting for my brother.”

         
         “You can’t wait there,” the man in uniform repeats.

         
         Lieutenant Meyers emerges from the station and approaches Léonard. He notices the marks on the young boy’s neck and the discoloration
            on his wrists. Solers’s methods, no doubt about it.
         

         
         “I’ve notified the child welfare committee. It’s a service that deals with minors,” he explains.

         
         “Where’s Jorge?”

         
         “In a cell. Go home; someone will come and take care of you.”

         
         “Who’s someone?”

         
         “A social worker.”

         
         “My brother should be taking care of me.”

         
         “For the moment, he can’t.”

         
         “But when will he be back?”

         
         “I don’t know. Don’t you have any family?”

         
         “No, I only have Jorge.”

         
         Meyers sighs before continuing. “Go home. The social worker will be there later this afternoon.”

         
         Léonard gets up and drags his feet to the gate. In the street, he sits on the low wall, his back to the railings.

         
         “I only have Jorge. And I don’t want your social worker. . . .”

         
          

         A half hour later, a man comes out of the station and stops in front of him.

         
         “Léonard?”

         
         The teenager looks up at the lawyer, whom he met briefly while still in police custody.

         
         “Your brother asked me to take you home. My car’s parked nearby; you coming?”

         
         “No, I’m waiting for Jorge.”

         
         “He told me to take you home,” repeats Mr. Hadad.

         
         “I’d rather wait for him here.”

         
         “That’s not possible, young man. Come with me and I’ll explain what’s going to happen, okay?”

         
         Léonard hesitates again, staring up at the building, as if he hopes to see his brother’s silhouette appear at the top of the
            stairs. At Mr. Hadad’s insistence, he finally follows him to his car.
         

         
         “When is Jorge getting out?”

         
         The lawyer starts the car, and the vehicle pulls away from the police station.

         
         “When is he getting out?”

         
         “We’ll find out tomorrow,” Hadad replies. “Tell me how to get to your house.”

         
         Léonard guides him up the small road that rises above the village, and they soon arrive at the house.

         
         “I’ll stay a few moments,” says the lawyer. “Long enough to answer your questions.”

         
         They go into the dining room, left devastated by the search. Léonard contemplates the disaster and his eyes blur with tears.
            Photo albums, Mona’s books, kitchen utensils—anyone would think a tornado had swept through the old house.
         

         
         They sit facing each other.

         
         “Your brother is being held in custody until at least tomorrow morning,” announces the lawyer. “But there’s a good chance
            that the measure will be extended by another twenty-four hours.”
         

         
         “So he’s not coming home tonight?”

         
         “No, not tonight.”

         
         “Why? He didn’t kill Lola!”

         
         “That’s what he says, but the police are convinced otherwise. They have clues that lead them to believe he’s guilty. And tomorrow
            they’ll have the results of the DNA tests. Do you know what DNA is?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         Mr. Hadad patiently explains that they collected cigarette butts near the crime scene and that they bear traces of the person
            who smoked them. They also removed a hair from the victim’s body. And that there were bits of the assailant’s skin under her
            fingernails.
         

         
         “If the saliva on the cigarette butts, the hair found on Miss Tournier’s body, or those little pieces of skin belong to your
            brother, he’ll be charged with voluntary manslaughter and brought before a judge.”
         

         
         “But it can’t be his saliva or his hair because it wasn’t him!”

         
         “If that’s the case, he’ll be released—at least I hope so. I’ll be going back to the station tomorrow morning at eight, and
            I’ll be able to talk to him when they extend his custody time. As soon as I know more, I’ll come see you.”
         

         
         “All right, sir.”

         
         “Jorge asked me to call someone named Sacha. He said that he would take care of you. I’ll phone him from the car. All the
            best, Léonard.”
         

         
         Mr. Hadad takes his leave, abandoning his client in the middle of the ravaged room. Léonard remains there, motionless and
            drained of strength.
         

         
         How many times will his world fall apart?

         
         How many more trials await him?

         
         Arsène, who had taken refuge under a kitchen cabinet, emerges from his hiding place and leaps onto the table. Léonard hugs
            him and closes his eyes.
         

         
         “What will happen to us without Mom and Jorge? What’s going to become of us?”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge has curled up in a corner of the cell. A small, damp, stuffy room.

         
         He should tell himself that tomorrow, it’ll all be over. They’ll receive the lab results and release him without delay.

         
         But his instincts tell him otherwise. Relentlessly, they whisper horrific things to him.

         
         Sixteen years ago, you were innocent, too. Yet they found you guilty.

         
         Disgraced, condemned, locked up.

         
         You’re going to spend the rest of your life in a cell that looks just like this one. Your feet are poised on the edge of the
               abyss. In a few hours, you’ll fall into the void, but this time you won’t come back. You thought it was all behind you; you
               thought you’d endured the worst. But the worst is yet to come.

         
         Your life is over.

         
         Léonard’s, too.

         
         Like Lola’s.

         
         Despite the suffocating heat, Jorge begins to tremble. Drops of sweat that run down the back of his neck turn into ice crystals.
            He’d like to stay dignified, to stay strong, as Cisco taught him.
         

         
         But Jorge cries like a terrified child.

         
         *  *  *

         When Sacha arrives at the old house, he finds the front door wide open.

         
         “Léo?”

         
         Entering the dining room, he stares, dumbfounded.

         
         “Bastards,” he mutters. “Léo? It’s me—Sacha. Are you here? The lawyer told me you were back.”

         
         Sacha spots the cat, who has once again crept under a kitchen cabinet, and calls to him in a soft voice. Arsène consents to approach him, and Sacha picks him up. 

         
         “Where’s your owner?”

         
         Sacha places the animal on the sofa, then climbs the stairs to the hallway leading to the bedrooms.

         
         “Léo, it’s me!”

         
         All the rooms are in the same state as the downstairs. And they’re deserted.

         
         Sacha goes back down and walks around the house. There’s no one in the yard, so he pushes open the door to the old workshop.
            Boxes are everywhere—open, overturned, their contents scattered on the floor.
         

         
         But the first thing that strikes Sacha is the smell. A strange smell.

         
         The smell of burning.

         
         When he sees Léonard standing by the workbench, he stops breathing.

         
         “Léo?”

         
         Bare-chested, a towering hulk, the teenager turns toward him. His huge green eyes shine in the half-light.

         
         “Oh, Lord,” moans Sacha, “what have you done?”

         
         In his right hand, the weapon. And all over his body, the reddened traces of his pain.

         
         “Drop it,” orders Sacha. “Put that thing down right now, Léo.”

         
         He approaches slowly, without any sudden movements.

         
         “Give me that, son!”

         
         Once he gets close to Léonard, Sacha holds out his hand.

         
         “Give me the blowtorch. . . .”

         
         *  *  *

         Alone in his office, Lieutenant Meyers rereads the Lola Tournier file. He files the witness statements and the various exhibits. Then he pauses to ponder the interrogations he himself had conducted the previous evening and night. First, he had spoken with Lola’s neighbor. Next, sometime after seven o’clock, he called Lola’s ex-husband, an unpleasant fellow who seemed remarkably blasé about the news of his ex-wife’s death. Although Meyers has subpoenaed him and will interview him tomorrow, he has already verified the man’s cast-iron alibi. 

         
         Around eight, he questioned the victim’s former lover—the local man she dated for a month and a half, then dumped unceremoniously.
            And while the man claims to have come to terms with the split, Meyers isn’t convinced. This young woman possessed a formidable
            power of attraction. Hard to forget, no doubt. But this fellow, too, provided an airtight alibi, which the lieutenant subsequently
            verified.
         

         
         Meyers now loosens the collar of his polo shirt and looks at the crime scene photos. According to the likely scenario, someone
            approached the young woman while she jogged in this deserted spot. The assailant threw a belt around her neck, dragged her
            several yards off the road, and punched her in the face before he raped and strangled her.
         

         
         On the lieutenant’s desk sits another file, much older: the double murder committed by Jorge Mathieu. He compares the two
            crime scenes for the umpteenth time. The bodies of Sarah Lebrun and Lola Tournier were found in a similar position. Both had
            been severely beaten on the left side of their faces and then strangled—Sarah with the leather strap from her handbag, abandoned
            at the scene; Lola with a belt, also leather, dumped a few yards from her body. Police found no fingerprints at the scene
            of the second murder, unlike the first. However, the forensic team did recover a hair from Lola’s torn clothes and fragments
            of skin from under her fingernails.
         

         
         As with the first crime, there was no trace of semen, even though in this instance a rape had clearly taken place. At the time of Sarah’s murder, rape was the subject of much debate. The use of a condom seemed to indicate premeditation. However, the jury did not find this to be an aggravating circumstance, probably because since the early ’90s young people have tended to carry condoms. In fact, Sarah had a box of them in her bag. 

         
         Meyers falls back in his chair.

         
         “Why did you do it again, Jorge?” he murmurs. “You must have known we’d come straight for you.”

         
         But after fifteen years on the force, Meyers has resigned himself to the fact that criminals like these simply cannot fight
            the urges that consume them from within.
         

         
         Except—Meyers has not detected that strange gleam in Jorge’s eyes, that thing you never forget once you’ve seen it.

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge spends the afternoon crying. Crying for himself, for his brother. For Lola.

         
         An afternoon of cursing fate, life, and the irony of destiny.

         
         He gets up from the concrete bench and approaches the repulsively dirty Plexiglas window.

         
         Why me? What do I have that others don’t? Have I offended a god?

         
         He wants to slit his wrists, to see his blood flow. Is it different from everyone else’s? Is it impure, as black as the underworld?

         
         He lashes out, smashing his fist into the wall. The searing pain radiates throughout his body, and Jorge understands why Léonard
            cut himself when he was imprisoned.
         

         
         So he punches again, and again.

         
         Screaming, louder and louder.
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         Léonard sits on the sofa, staring at nothing. The doctor comes; then the pharmacist brings the gauze, ointments, and disinfectants
            to the house.
         

         
         He has superficial second-degree burns on his arms and torso, which Sacha tries to treat as best he can following the advice
            of the medics.
         

         
         “We’ll try to clean up,” he says. “Jorge will be glad to see a spotless house when he gets home. You tell me where things
            go and I’ll clean, okay?”
         

         
         Léonard seems to have lost the power of speech. Ever since Sacha found him in the workshop, he hasn’t uttered a single word.
            His gaze is fixed, his mouth slightly open. He shakes slightly from the fever. But despite the searing pain, he doesn’t complain
            or moan.
         

         
         Sacha tries to take his hand, but this simple contact aggravates his tremors.

         
         “It’s me—Sacha. I’m here, Léo. Calm down, talk to me. . . .”

         
         Again and again he addresses Léonard in a soft, reassuring voice. Yet, with every second that goes by, some bit of Léonard
            seems to disappear. As if his body is just an empty shell and his soul is taking refuge in another world.
         

         
         “What did they do to you?”

         
         Léonard lies prostrate at the end of the couch, catatonic.

         
         “Can you hear me? It’s me—Sacha. Where have you gone, Léo?”

         
         Running out of ideas, Sacha fills a glass with fresh water. He soaks a handkerchief and places it on the young man’s forehead but gets no reaction. 

         
         Léonard is no longer here.

         
         He’s elsewhere, far from here.

         
         Maybe in Glen Affric.

         
         Maybe in hell.

         
         *  *  *

         The doctor finishes tending to Jorge, then packs his belongings into his leather bag. He’s disinfected the wounds on the prisoner’s
            hands and administered a painkiller. According to him, there are no fractures, but he recommends an X-ray.
         

         
         Lieutenant Meyers thanks him.

         
         “You’re welcome. I did what I could. I took care of his brother, just before . . .”

         
         Jorge looks up.

         
         “Léo?”

         
         “Yes, he . . . he had an episode, I think.”

         
         “Did he harm himself?”

         
         The doctor nods.

         
         “He burned himself, but he’ll be fine, don’t worry. Sacha found him in time.” He turns to the officer before continuing. “I
            don’t know what you did to him, but he’s in pretty bad shape!”
         

         
         “We asked him questions, nothing more,” claims the lieutenant. “We’re not responsible for his mental state.”

         
         Meyers escorts the doctor out, then returns to Jorge, whom he observes without compassion, though he has many questions for
            him. It took three men to immobilize him and prevent him from breaking his knuckles against the Plexiglas.
         

         
         “Solers brutalized my brother, didn’t he?”

         
         “Not that I know of,” replies the lieutenant. “And you? What was the point of doing what you did? Did you think you’d get taken to the hospital?” 

         
         “Here or at the hospital, what’s the difference?” murmurs Jorge.

         
         “You claim to be innocent, but if you were, you’d be waiting patiently for the lab results, wouldn’t you?”

         
         “I didn’t kill Sarah and yet I spent sixteen years in prison. So keep your theories to yourself.”

         
         “Does your brother often self-harm?”

         
         “Every time someone hurts him.”

         
         Meyers takes him back to his cell and turns the key. He asks one of his subordinates to stay close by. Before going back upstairs,
            he turns to Jorge.
         

         
         “If you do it again, I’ll have to handcuff you to a chair. So, if I were you, I’d behave myself.”

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard has been in a state of shock for almost an hour. Sometimes he blinks, sometimes he moves his fingers.

         
         Nothing more.

         
         Worried, Sacha considers calling the doctor again.

         
         “Come on, big guy, talk to me. Tell me about Jorge, if you like. . . .”

         
         Léonard reacts slightly at the mention of his brother’s name. A quiver, nothing more. So Sacha decides to press on.

         
         “You’re scared for him, aren’t you? Are you scared for Jorge?”

         
         “Jorge,” mutters Léonard.

         
         His voice at last. Life reborn in his eyes.

         
         Léonard starts crying and takes refuge in his friend’s arms. He tries to speak, but all that comes out of his mouth are cries
            of pain.
         

         
         “Go ahead and cry, Léo. Cry, it’ll do you good.”

         
         “They took Jorge away from me!” sobs Léonard. “They took Jorge away from me!”

         
         “I’m sure they’ll release him soon. He’ll be right here with you tomorrow, just you wait.”

         
         “No!”

         
         “Yes, Léo. They’ll realize they made a mistake and release him.”

         
         “He’s not coming back, I know it! And I’ll be all alone!”

         
         “Calm down, big guy. Things will work out, I’m sure.”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge sits at the back of the cell. The pain in his hands and wrists is no longer enough to block out the chaos in his brain.

         
         Sometimes, sanity dictates he should remain hopeful. It’s not his DNA they’ll find on Lola’s body. It can’t be his DNA because he wasn’t there.
         

         
         Tomorrow they’ll release him, that’s for sure. He only hopes that Sacha will look after Léonard tonight.

         
         One night too many. One night that could change everything.

         
         His brother is fragile, and Solers must have done some horrific things to him. Jorge knows all about the man’s despicable
            methods, having suffered under them sixteen years ago, when the captain was a mere second lieutenant. Today, he has pretty
            much all the power, and this brigade is his kingdom. He must have had a field day with Léonard. Physically abusing him, humiliating
            him, telling him things that penetrated deep into his delicate brain.
         

         
         Lennie burned himself and could have gone further—to the point of no return. But Jorge knows that Sacha won’t have abandoned
            him. And that he’s with him right now.
         

         
         He takes a few steps around the cell, under the watchful eye of the guard posted in the hallway. The poor guy will be spending
            the night in a very uncomfortable chair.
         

         
         Another poor guy will be spending the night in a filthy cell, stinking of piss and despair.

         
         Jorge knocks on the window and the officer stands up.

         
         “You don’t happen to have a cigarette, do you?”

         
         “Not one I need to give to you.”

         
         “Please . . .”

         
         The guard reaches into his pants pocket and hands him a cigarette.

         
         “I can’t give you the lighter, though.”

         
         He half-opens the cage and Jorge leans forward so that the officer can light the Marlboro.

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         He returns to the concrete bench and closes his eyes. Right now, sanity dictates that he should remain hopeful. But the next
            second, Jorge knows he’s lost.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Sacha has given him the painkillers prescribed by the doctor. Léonard is in Mona’s room, lying on the bed. Arsène lies on
            the boy’s stomach, as if he wants to keep a close eye on him, to stop him from hurting himself again. What’s even more surprising
            is that the cat has managed to settle in right between two burns.
         

         
         “How do you know where it hurts?” murmurs Léonard.

         
         Arms crossed, he stares at the ceiling through silent tears. Turning his head, he sees that it’s two in the morning. Despite
            the painkillers, Léonard isn’t going to sleep.
         

         
         “Mom, please talk to me. . . .”

         
         The crushing silence bores into his skull like an endless screw.

         
         “Tell me the story. We cleaned up your room—did you see? So tell me the story.”

         
         The cat moves slightly. Léonard winces in pain.

         
         “They took Jorge, Mom. They say he killed Lola, but I know it’s not true. I know Jorge couldn’t have done it. Because Jorge
            isn’t a bad person. Jorge is a good brother.”
         

         
         Yes, darling. Your brother is a good man.

         
         Léonard smiles. “I knew you wouldn’t leave me, Mom!”

         
         No, Léo, I’ll never leave you. I’m happy to have you. You’re a wonderful son and I’m very lucky.

         
         “You don’t regret it, then?”

         
         Oh, no, I’ve never regretted it, Léo. Never, you hear?

         
         “Yes, Mom, I hear you. And you think they’ll bring Jorge back to me?”

         
         Mona takes a long time to answer, and Léonard gets impatient.

         
         “Mom, do you think Jorge will come back? Don’t you want to tell me? Maybe it’s because you don’t know. . . . I’d like you
            to tell me the story now.”
         

         
         He holds his breath, closes his eyes.

         
         It was a Thursday morning, November 6. It was raining a little, but—

         
         “It wasn’t cold.”

         
         No, it wasn’t cold. I was on my way to work, but my car wouldn’t start, so—

         
         “So you walked.”

         
         Yes, I had to walk down to the village to catch a bus. As I was walking along the road, suddenly I saw a little boy in the
               ditch. He must have been about five years old, wearing dirty, torn clothes, with long hair and a face covered in mud and dirt.
               He looked like—

         
         “A small, wounded animal.”

         
         Léonard pets Arsène, then addresses his mother again.

         
         “You know, Mona, if Jorge goes back to prison, I think I’ll join you.”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge has managed a few minutes of sleep. Lying on the concrete bed, his back breaking, he dreamed of the court hearing.

         
         A rude awakening.

         
         Through the dirty partition, he now catches sight of an imposing silhouette. Captain Solers, here to enjoy the show.

         
         “Go take a break,” Solers orders his subordinate. “I’ll take over for a while.”

         
         The guard disappears and Solers watches his prey.

         
         “So, Mathieu, back to your old criminal ways, are you?”

         
         Jorge sits on the bench and stares at his enemy.

         
         “I had a lot of fun with your brother, you know. . . .”

         
         Anger rises like a tidal wave.

         
         “I made him kneel in front of me and I stuck my club up his ass,” claims Solers.

         
         Jorge unfolds his limbs and approaches slowly. Recrossing his arms, he remains silent.

         
         “I think he liked it,” continues the captain.

         
         Jorge’s nerves buzz with tension. His blood boils like lava. Yet his face remains impassive. At the end of the hallway, a
            man appears. Busy with his sadistic play, Solers doesn’t hear him coming.
         

         
         “I attended little Lola’s autopsy—she was a real looker! You must have had a lot of fun, eh, Mathieu?”

         
         “You have no idea.”

         
         “Ah, I thought you’d lost your tongue.”

         
         “No. It’s just that I don’t talk to cockroaches. I crush them.”

         
         As Solers sneers, Jorge flashes a provocative smile, encouraging the captain to continue. “You’d like me to open that door,
            wouldn’t you?”
         

         
         “You’re far too cowardly to open it,” jabs Jorge. “Far too cowardly to act like a man.”

         
         “When you’re in prison, I’ll keep an eye on your little brother, you can trust me.”

         
         “Really? You’ll keep an eye on my brother?”

         
         “Oh, yes,” confirms the captain. “I’ll make sure that moron joins you behind bars as soon as possible—or ends up in an asylum,
            in a nice, padded cell.”
         

         
         “Even if it means accusing him of something he didn’t do, huh, Solers?”

         
         “You know, to stop scum like you from hurting anyone else, anything goes.”

         
         “Even flouting the law—isn’t that right, Captain?”

         
         “That’s a matter of perspective. The law is open to interpretation!”

         
         A throat clears, audibly, and Solers spins around to see Meyers directly behind him.

         
         “Yves? Phone call for you,” says the lieutenant. “At the reception desk. Sounds urgent.”

         
         Visibly uncomfortable, the captain tries to cover. “I was standing in for Gilles. He needed a coffee.”

         
         “I’ll wait here until he comes back,” says Meyers. “You’re free to go.”

         
         Solers slips away and the lieutenant approaches the cell.

         
         “Did you hear all that?” Jorge asks.

         
         “Hear what?” Meyers answers with a strange smile.

         
         “I know you did. And I hope you’ll protect my brother from that scumbag’s machinations.”

         
         The two men stare at each other for a moment, then Meyers takes a seat at the end of the hallway.

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard pushes open his bedroom door and steps quietly into the gloom. He pokes his head into Jorge’s room and sees Sacha
            fast asleep.
         

         
         So he goes downstairs, trying not to make a sound. He kneels in front of the TV and rummages through the pile of DVDs. Even
            though he can’t read the movie titles, he recognizes the covers and eventually finds the one he’s looking for. He puts the
            disc into the player, puts on his headphones, and presses the Play button. He fast-forwards until he comes to the scene he
            wants.
         

         
         He watches the violent scene four times in a row, trying to memorize what the characters do and say. He then turns off the TV and takes off his T-shirt. He peels off the bandages and looks at himself in the hall mirror. New scars, new indelible marks. 

         
         His skin has become a scroll, a collection of bad memories.

         
         His body, witness to unspeakable suffering.

         
         He puts the compresses back in place, then, shirtless, leaves the house and heads for the old workshop. He turns on the bare
            bulb hanging from the ceiling and looks around. All his adoptive father’s tools are stored here.
         

         
         Everything he could ever need is here.

         
         An abundance of choices.
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         Meyers hasn’t slept much when, at eight o’clock, he passes through the gates of the police station.

         
         “What are you doing here?”

         
         “I’m waiting for my brother,” replies Léonard.

         
         The lieutenant sighs. “I already told you; you’re not allowed to be here.”

         
         “If I’m not allowed, you can put me in a cell with Jorge.”

         
         “If I put you in a cell, it won’t be with him. We have more than one cell, you know—”

         
         “I’m not bothering anyone here,” says Léonard determinedly. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”

         
         “Did you see the social worker?”

         
         “No. Maybe she couldn’t find the house. Or she just didn’t want to see me.”

         
         Meyers sighs again. He looks at the bandages on Léonard’s left arm.

         
         “What did you burn yourself with?”

         
         “A blowtorch.”

         
         “And why would you do such a stupid thing?”

         
         “Because I’m an idiot.”

         
         “I’m not so sure.”

         
         “Everyone says so. But Jorge doesn’t say so.”

         
         “He cares about you. He’s worried about you.”

         
         “I know. And I care about him.”

         
         Sitting on the last step, Léonard clutches his heavy backpack tightly to his chest.

         
         “What’s in the bag?” asks Meyers.

         
         “I brought some food and drink. That way, I can hold out a long time.”

         
         “The chief will have you thrown out; you can be sure of that.”

         
         “I’ll come back. I’m not doing anything wrong here.”

         
         He rocks back and forth and bites down on his already damaged index finger. The lieutenant climbs the stairs and disappears
            into the building.
         

         
         “If he throws me out, I’ll come back,” repeats Léonard. “Because I’m waiting for Jorge.”

         
         “Here.”

         
         Léonard looks up and sees that Meyers has returned with a cup of hot chocolate and a croissant.

         
         “Thank you, sir.”

         
          

         It’s nine o’clock when Mr. Hadad leaves the building. He stops beside Léonard, still on the steps.

         
         “Come on, Léonard, I’ll take you home.”

         
         “No. I want to stay here.”

         
         The lawyer puts down his briefcase and takes a puff on his electronic cigarette. “Well, okay,” he says. “The prosecutor has
            authorized the extension of your brother’s custody for twenty-four hours.”
         

         
         “When’s he getting out?”

         
         “As I told you yesterday, the police are waiting for the results of the tests. On the basis of the results, we’ll know whether
            or not Jorge will be released.”
         

         
         “When are the results?”
         

         
         “Normally, at the end of the day—they used PCR, so it should go quickly.”

         
         Faced with Léonard’s questioning gaze, the lawyer clarifies.

         
         “It’s a DNA amplification method, which . . . it means it shouldn’t be long. I’ll come back in the late afternoon. Right now, I’ve got to go and plead a case. Can I take you home?” 

         
         “No. I’m staying here.”

         
         “As you wish.”

         
         Mr. Hadad walks away, and Léonard goes back to shredding the paper cup instead of his fingers.

         
         *  *  *

         At ten o’clock, Sacha arrives at the station.

         
         “Léo, I’ve been looking everywhere for you! You could have told me you were leaving the house.”

         
         “You were asleep.”

         
         “Look, there’s no point in staying here—”

         
         “Everyone says that, but I want to be close to Jorge.”

         
         Sacha sits down beside him. “Did you sleep last night?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Léonard’s eyes are ringed and puffy from lack of sleep.

         
         “You should go home and rest.”

         
         “No. Jorge is here, so I am, too. I leave when he leaves.”

         
         Sacha rubs his stubble, searching for the words that might bend his young friend’s iron determination.

         
         “The lawyer will keep us posted. There’s no point hanging around here. They won’t let you see your brother.”

         
         “I don’t care.”

         
         Sacha looks at him worriedly.

         
         “And if Jorge doesn’t come back and I can’t live in the house anymore,” says Léonard. “If I get put in an institution . . .
            will you take care of Arsène?”
         

         
         “Of course,” agrees Sacha. “If you have to leave your house, I’ll take him home with me.”

         
         “Promise?”

         
         “I promise, Léo.”

         
         “Thank you, Sacha.”

         
         “Well, I don’t think I can persuade you to leave, so I’m going to go open the shop. I’ll keep my cell phone with me and if
            you need me, just give me a call, okay?”
         

         
         “Okay, Sacha.”

         
         *  *  *

         Captain Solers emerges from the staff accommodation building around eleven thirty and bursts into the yard of the station.
            Right away, he rushes over to confront Léonard, who’s still seated at the bottom of the steps.
         

         
         “What the hell are you doing here?”

         
         “I’m waiting for my brother.”

         
         “Get out,” orders Solers. “Right now.”

         
         Léonard slings the backpack over his shoulders and leaves the yard. He sits down on the low wall, his back to the fence.

         
         “I told you to get lost!” shouts Solers.

         
         Léonard tries to remember the exact words from the movie.

         
         “This is a public place. So I can stay.”

         
         Anger contorts the captain’s face.

         
         “I’m in charge here, so get lost!”

         
         “The street is a public place. So I can stay.”

         
         “Fucking mental retard!” mutters Solers.

         
         He climbs the steps and enters the building.

         
         “This is a public place and fuck you,” mutters Léonard.

         
         *  *  *

         The night was long. Shortly before seven, Jorge dined on a breakfast of orange juice and cookies. At eight, Commander Caron
            himself informed him that his police custody had been extended. Then he talked to his lawyer for a half hour.
         

         
         “Your brother assured me that he spent the night at home with his friend Sacha,” Mr. Hadad confided. “But he’s already in the yard, waiting for you. I don’t think anyone’s going to be able to budge him.” 

         
         When Jorge heard this, waves of anger, pain, and comfort washed over him.

         
         This morning, he doesn’t know whether instinct or reason are ruling his brain. Everything seems to blend together in indescribable
            confusion.
         

         
         You’ll be out tonight. Proven innocent, freed.

         
         No, the murderer found a way to put your DNA on Lola’s body and you’ll spend tomorrow night in prison. Tomorrow night and
               every night.

         
         And how could he have done that? Don’t be an idiot, Jorge! It’s impossible. Tonight, you’ll be free!

         
         The young man puts his head in his hands and moans in pain. A hammer pounds his left temple; a vise crushes his heart. It’s
            getting harder and harder to breathe.
         

         
         Lieutenant Meyers opens the cell door.

         
         “Good morning, Mathieu. I thought a cup of coffee would help,” he says, handing the prisoner a cup.

         
         Jorge looks at him in amazement and forgets to thank him.

         
         “I just wanted to let you know that your brother’s in the yard. He looks like hell, but his injuries don’t seem too serious.”

         
         “Thank you,” murmurs Jorge.

         
         The lieutenant closes the door and Jorge returns to his bed, a bed as hard as the concrete floor.

         
         As hard as life itself.

         
         He has a good ten more hours to spend dreading this first verdict that will decide the rest of his life.

         
         *  *  *

         It’s been a long day. Whether sitting on the wall or on the sidewalk, Léonard never wavers.

         
         At lunchtime, Sacha brings some bottles of water and sandwiches. They eat in silence, then Sacha leaves. Helpless, overwhelmed.

         
         The afternoon stretches on interminably, punctuated by the occasional vehicle pulling out, the occasional passerby, the occasional
            onlooker.
         

         
         Léonard waits, without falter, without hesitation.

         
         He’ll wait all night. All his life, if need be.

         
         *  *  *

         Whenever you laughed, the world turned into a garden.

         
         When you smiled, nothing scared me anymore.

         
         When you looked at me, I felt even stronger.

         
         I miss you so much, Lola. Your eyes, your skin, your smell, the sound of your voice. Our promises, our plans, and our hopes.

         
         Your little quirks, which I didn’t have time to get used to.

         
         Your past, which I didn’t have the privilege of discovering.

         
         Your anguish, which I didn’t get the chance to soothe.

         
         Your wishes, which I wasn’t lucky enough to grant.

         
         From now on, every time I close my eyes, I’ll see your tormented body. Like a curse, an injustice.

         
         The world without you is all that’s left of us.

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard checks his watch. Five o’clock and still no news. He takes a few steps along the sidewalk and looks up at the sky,
            which looks threatening.
         

         
         He’s convinced that if it starts raining, things won’t turn out well.

         
         He gets a text message from Victoria and listens to the artificial voice read him the words from his girlfriend.

         
         Hello, Lennie, I feel so sorry for you and your brother. I know that Jorge is innocent, and I hope that they’ll release him soon and that you’ll be together. I’d like to be by your side, but my parents won’t let me. They’re getting dumber and dumber, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Sending you lots of kisses and thinking of you very, very hard.

         
         Léonard listens to the message several times. Too bad it’s not Victoria’s voice. Then he dictates his answer.

         
         “Hi, Victoria, I’m in front of the station waiting for Jorge to come out. It would be so nice if you were here, but I know
            you can’t be and it’s not your fault. It’s kind of you to think of me and my brother. It’s kind of you to love me.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         When you held me in your arms, fear vanished.

         
         When you forgave me, the whole world forgave me.

         
         When you stroked my face, I was the most handsome man on earth, the most handsome man in the universe.

         
         Everything I wasn’t able to give you, everything I wasn’t able to tell you. All the pain I inflicted on you, without ever
               meaning to. All the sleepless nights, sunless days, and evenings without warmth.

         
         All those tears and silences.

         
         Everything you did for me, everything I didn’t do for you.

         
         I miss you so much, Mom.

         
         *  *  *

         It’s six o’clock when Mr. Hadad parks his car in front of the station. Léonard stands up, stiff from the hours of discomfort.

         
         “I’m going to see if there’s any news,” says the lawyer. “I’ll see you shortly, young man.”

         
         He enters the yard as a bolt of lightning rips through the sky above the village.

         
         “No, it can’t rain!” begs Léonard. “It can’t rain. . . .”

         
         Just as Mr. Hadad enters the building, the sky falls on Léonard’s head. He puts on a hat to protect himself from the downpour, pulls a jacket from his backpack, and slips it over his anguish-stricken body. 

         
         “A bad omen,” he murmurs. “A bad omen . . . that’s what Mona used to say all the time.” Standing behind the gate, he scans
            the entrance to the station. “You have to come out, Jorge. You have to get out now. . . .”
         

         
         The minutes tick by with agonizing slowness.

         
         “Don’t let them send you to prison, Jorge.”

         
         Léonard thinks of the gray-roofed house just across from Loch Affric. The fireplace, the boat by the small pier. And his tears
            mingle with those of the sky.
         

         
         “We have to go to Glen Affric, Jorge. We have to go. Mona, she . . . she’s waiting for us over there.”

         
         When Mr. Hadad finally reappears, he’s alone. Léonard clenches his fists violently. The lawyer opens his umbrella and walks
            toward the teenager.
         

         
         “You’ll have to be brave, my boy.”

         
         Léonard’s lips begin to tremble.

         
         “The results were damning. The DNA on the cigarette butts and the hair on the victim’s body belong to your brother.”

         
         Léonard shakes his head. “But it wasn’t him!”

         
         “He was at the scene of the crime—there’s no other explanation. That said, some other unidentified DNA was found under the
            woman’s fingernails.”
         

         
         Léonard has stopped listening. He’s staring at the door of the police station.

         
         “When’s Jorge coming out?”

         
         Mr. Hadad looks at him sadly.

         
         “In a few minutes, they’ll put him in a car and drive him to the courthouse. There, he’ll appear before the examining magistrate, who will charge him with voluntary manslaughter. He’ll be sleeping in prison tonight, Léonard.” 

         
         “In prison?”

         
         “Yes, young man. I’m very sorry. I’m heading to the judge’s chambers now. There’s no point in you waiting for him here; they’ll
            take him out the back of the building—where they park the emergency vehicles.”
         

         
         The lawyer pats him on the back and climbs into his sedan.

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge does not react. It’s as if he’s already dead.

         
         As if the blade has beheaded him.

         
         “Judges like it when the guilty party confesses,” Solers points out in a wry tone. “So it’s now or never.”

         
         “I didn’t kill Lola,” murmurs Jorge.

         
         “A second specimen of DNA was found on the body,” says Meyers. “It’s not your brother’s, but it means you did have an accomplice.
            Who was it, Mathieu?”
         

         
         “I didn’t have an accomplice because I didn’t kill her.”

         
         “Too bad!” snaps Solers. “We’ve wasted enough time. Come on, let’s turn him in. Get rid of this scum so I never have to see
            his face again!”
         

         
         The chief slams the door and Jorge puts his elbows on Meyers’s desk. He presses his aching forehead against his handcuffed
            wrists.
         

         
         Has he gone crazy? Has he lost his mind? Could he be a murderer without even knowing it? No, I’m not crazy! I’m not a murderer; I’m just being framed!

         
         A master stroke.

         
         He looks up at the lieutenant.

         
         “Can I talk to my brother? Explain things to him—tell him to go home?”

         
         “I’ll see what I can do,” replies the lieutenant.

         
         He leaves Jorge in the care of a brigadier and disappears into the hallway. The young man hears the captain shouting, and
            when Meyers returns, it’s clear the verdict is in.
         

         
         “Solers says no,” he announces. “And there’s no legal obligation for us to do so.”

         
         Jorge shakes his head.

         
         “But I need to talk to him, reassure him—”

         
         “You should have thought of that before,” says Meyers. “Get up; let’s go.”

         
         He then turns to Major Brunet and the brigadier.

         
         “Meet me at the car,” he says, taking a key and his gun from the desk drawer.

         
         He leaves the room and Jorge gives up the fight, letting himself be led to his doom without putting up the slightest resistance.
            Solers and Commander Caron lie in ambush in the hall, a satisfied look on their faces.
         

         
         “That’s one case that was solved quickly,” says Caron with delight. “And this time, I hope no judge will have the indecency
            to let you out.”
         

         
         “I’ll pay you a little visit in the slammer, Mathieu!” says Captain Solers. “I don’t know when, but sometime in the next thirty
            years!”
         

         
         Jorge doesn’t even look at them; he has stopped listening to them. Flanked by the major and the brigadier, he makes his way
            down a small hallway to the exit, his head bowed and his heart broken. As soon as he steps through the door, he sees his brother
            standing near the police Peugeot.
         

         
         “Jorge!” exclaims Léonard. “I’m here, Jorge!”

         
         Motionless beside the car, Meyers stands with folded arms, giving tacit permission for the reunion.

         
         “Is your brother going to give us any trouble?” Brunet asks his prisoner.

         
         “He’d better not,” warns the brigadier.

         
         “I’ll take care of it,” replies Jorge.

         
         The three men descend the stairs and the brothers come face-to-face.

         
         “Lennie, I’m sorry, but you have to go now. Sacha will look after you, I’m sure. I won’t be back for a long time, until I
            can prove I’m innocent.”
         

         
         “I know you didn’t do it! I know it!”

         
         “Thank you, Lennie,” says Jorge with a lump in his throat. “Thank you, brother . . .”

         
         Meyers gives a nod to his subordinates, who let go of Jorge. Léonard hugs him tightly in his powerful arms, almost suffocating
            him. Then he whispers in his ear.
         

         
         “I didn’t forget, Jorge.”

         
         He quickly retreats a dozen paces and, just as quickly, pulls something out of his jacket pocket. With another swift move,
            he grabs Meyers by the neck.
         

         
         “Fuck—he’s got a gun!” yells Brunet. “A gun!”
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         A second of disbelief.

         
         Jorge and the two officers hold their breath.

         
         “Don’t mess around, kid,” advises Brunet. “Just put the gun down and everything will be fine.”

         
         “No!” yells Léonard, who has his finger on the trigger. “Give me back my brother!”

         
         Jorge’s eyes are riveted on the Glock, its barrel jammed against Meyers’s throat. The lieutenant’s face has turned as pale
            as a corpse.
         

         
         “Drop the gun,” Brunet says in a toneless voice.

         
         “I want my brother! Or I’ll kill this man!”

         
         Whether it’s a welcome chance or a catastrophe, Jorge doesn’t yet know. He chooses the first option and holds out his wrists
            to the major. “Take off the cuffs. Hurry up!” he demands.
         

         
         Brunet unlocks the handcuffs while the brigadier puts his hand on the butt of his weapon.

         
         “Give me your guns!” Jorge continues. “Your guns! Hurry up!”

         
         The men in uniform comply and Jorge picks up the two SIG Sauers. Then he moves back toward his brother, pointing a gun at
            the officers.
         

         
         “Are the keys in the car?” he asks.

         
         “Yes,” Meyers says with difficulty. He feels as if he’s being strangled by a boa constrictor.

         
         Jorge confiscates Meyers’s gun and throws it over the fence. Alerted by the shouts, Solers and Caron rush to the top of the
            steps.
         

         
         “Drop your weapons immediately!” yells the captain, drawing his SIG Pro.

         
         Jorge keeps his right hand aiming the gun at Brunet and the brigadier, while he directs his left toward Solers. “If you make
            the slightest move, Meyers’s death will be on your conscience. Drop your weapons right now!”
         

         
         Meanwhile, Léonard increases the pressure on Meyers’s neck; the lieutenant lets out a groan of pain.

         
         “Okay, okay,” says Caron, putting his pistol on the ground.

         
         Solers follows suit.

         
         “Kick them over here!” orders Jorge.

         
         They obey, kicking away their weapons.

         
         “Lennie, get in the back with Meyers. . . .”

         
         Léonard opens the door of the Peugeot 5008 and shoves his prey inside. Once in the back seat, he positions the Glock’s barrel
            on the hostage’s temple.
         

         
         Everything has gone according to plan.

         
         Just like the scene in the movie.

         
         “Meyers, throw your phone out the window!”

         
         The lieutenant complies, and a smartphone lands on the pavement of the yard. Jorge fires at the tires of the other vehicles.

         
         “If you follow us, we’ll kill him!” he warns. “If you behave yourselves, we’ll free him as soon as we’re safe!”

         
         “You’ll never be safe again,” predicts Solers in a sinister voice. “Not you, or your brother.”

         
         “Shut the fuck up. And don’t you dare follow us—or I’ll shoot him.”

         
         Jorge backs away slowly, keeping the police officers in his sights. Then he jumps behind the wheel of the 5008, and the SUV
            speeds out of sight.
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         Lieutenant Meyers feels the cold barrel pressed against his feverish temple. Léonard has removed the safety catch and, with
            the car jolting at full speed, the gun could go off at any moment.
         

         
         “Mathieu, stop while you still can. While your brother’s still alive—”

         
         “Shut it!”

         
         “Yeah, shut it!” echoes Léonard.

         
         The Peugeot heads down the main road. With his eyes fixed on the rearview mirror, Jorge watches his back.

         
         “You have your phone, Lennie?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Turn it off now!”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Did you bring everything that was in the bag?”

         
         “Yes, I put everything in my backpack. I brought stuff to eat, too. And to drink.”

         
         Jorge wants to scream at his brother that he never should have committed such a folly. Just as much, he wants to tell him
            he’s a hero.
         

         
         He knows that Solers and Caron will set up a large-scale search operation. Roadblocks everywhere, and a helicopter that already
            may have taken off to locate and track them from a distance.
         

         
         He knows that in a few minutes, all the law enforcement agencies in the area will be on their heels. That a tightly woven
            net will close in on them.
         

         
         He knows they have one chance in a thousand of getting out alive.

         
         Their only advantage is that the region teems with minor roads, byways, and forest tracks. It’s impossible to monitor all
            these routes.
         

         
         “Turn on the radio,” he orders the hostage. “So I can hear what your friends are up to.”

         
         Without making any sudden moves, Lieutenant Meyers leans into the front and switches on the appropriate channel. Then he sits
            back obediently in the rear seat.
         

         
         “How do you turn on the siren and blue light?”

         
         Meyers explains the switches and the vehicle announces its priority status. Other cars pull over; Jorge ignores stop signs
            and white lines. As the car’s speed climbs out of control, he tries to think.
         

         
         Choose the right direction.

         
         Make the right decision.

         
         The officers won’t try anything rash as long as they have a hostage. Meyers is their shield and their bargaining chip. In
            the rearview mirror, he can see that Léonard has not weakened. His finger remains on the trigger, the gun pointed at the lieutenant.
         

         
         “Do they have any way to geolocate this car?”

         
         “No,” Meyers reassures him. “None.”

         
         “And why don’t we hear anything on the radio?”

         
         “Because they know you’re listening.”

         
         Jorge leaves the main road and turns into a narrower one. After about six miles, he pulls over to the side of the road.

         
         “Keep an eye on him!” he tells Léonard.

         
         He gets out of the 5008 and scans the surroundings: a deserted road, no helicopters in the sky. They haven’t been spotted
            yet. He gets back behind the wheel and takes a few moments to reassess the situation.
         

         
         It’s desperate, that’s for sure.

         
         Get as far away as possible from their starting point, so that the authorities have to widen their search perimeter as much as possible. Change vehicles, but make sure that this one is not found right away. 

         
         Jorge now has a precise goal known only to himself. All that remains is to reach it safely.

         
         A chance in a thousand—

         
         He steps on the gas and heads north. They’re in a wooded area dotted with deep ponds. Jorge has turned off the siren and flashing
            light, but he continues to push the speedometer into the red zone. Just like his blood pressure.
         

         
         After driving down a small muddy track alongside a large reservoir, he slams on the brakes, throwing the passengers forward.
            Léonard, at least, has the good sense to hold on to the headrest and keep his hand on his gun.
         

         
         “Why’d you stop, Jorge?”

         
         “I have an idea.”

         
         He gets out of the 5008 and opens the rear door. “Get out,” he orders.

         
         Lieutenant Meyers complies.

         
         “Give me your clothes. Quickly.”

         
         “What are you going to do, Mathieu?”

         
         “If you want to see your kids again, stop asking questions.”

         
         Meyers takes off his blue polo shirt, his pants, boots, holster, and handcuffs. Still under Léonard’s watchful eye, the two
            men exchange outfits. As luck would have it, they’re about the same size.
         

         
         Moments later, Jorge has transformed himself into a police lieutenant. He places one SIG Sauer in the holster and stashes
            the other in the back of his pants.
         

         
         “Lennie, do you have your bandana or Mona’s scarf?”

         
         “I have both,” Léonard replies.

         
         Jorge rummages through the backpack and finds what he’s looking for. He turns to his brother again. “Get Meyers back in the car and keep an eye on him.” 

         
         Jorge stuffs the bandana in his pocket and plants himself on the edge of the road.

         
         The wait begins.

         
         Fortunately, it’s short-lived.

         
         Nine minutes later, a Mégane RS appears in the distance. From his vantage point, Jorge sees that the driver is alone. He raises
            his arm, and the Renault immediately slows down. With a wave, he orders the driver to pull over at the entrance to the reservoir
            track. Then he approaches the lowered window, trying to act natural.
         

         
         “Good evening, sir. National Police. License and registration, please.”

         
         “I wasn’t speeding!” pleads the forty-something driver as he cuts the engine.

         
         “Routine inspection.”

         
         As the man rummages through his bag, Jorge grabs his gun and aims it at him.

         
         “Get out.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Out, right now! Hurry the fuck up!”

         
         The man pushes open the door and raises his hands. “Don’t kill me!”

         
         Jorge grabs him by the arm and leads him some fifty yards farther on. At the edge of the pond is an old fisherman’s hut. Using
            the handcuffs, he secures the owner of the Mégane to the railing on the hut’s wooden porch, so that he’s invisible from the
            road. He then gags him with the bandana.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, someone will find you soon.”

         
         He returns to the 5008 and tells his brother and Meyers to get out. He scours the vehicle and recovers a flashlight, straps, and an extra pair of handcuffs. He throws everything into the trunk of the Mégane, which already carries a toolbox. 

         
         Then he turns to the lieutenant. “Push the car into the water—Léo, you help him.”

         
         Meyers releases the hand brake and guides the steering wheel, while Léonard gets behind the Peugeot and pushes with his colossal
            strength. It slides into the pond, but for far too long it seems to float. Several minutes of unbearable suspense go by.
         

         
         Finally, the SUV slips below the surface.

         
         Jorge gets behind the wheel of the Mégane, and Léonard sits in the back with their hostage.

         
         “Where will they set up the roadblocks?” asks Jorge as he revs the car up to over seventy miles an hour.

         
         “How should I know?” replies Meyers, clutching the door handle.

         
         “Stop acting like I’m an idiot!” bellows Jorge. “If we run into your buddies, we’re dead—we’re all dead.”
         

         
         “Stay on the back roads. Take the next right. I think we’ll be on our own on that road.”

         
         Jorge complies and the Renault turns onto an even narrower strip of pavement.

         
         “Where does this lead?”

         
         “Turn left after the hamlet.”

         
         Jorge slows down to pass through the tiny village, then turns left before accelerating again. He’s lucky to have stumbled
            across a powerful car that drives perfectly and has nearly a full tank.
         

         
         Woods, fields, isolated farms, collapsed barns.

         
         Gallons of gas, adrenaline rushes, muscles at full tension.

         
         Night falls, darkness engulfs them.

         
         They’re swallowing up the miles, racing toward freedom.

         
         Or toward death.

         
         *  *  *

         The Mégane’s GPS tells them they’re more than 150 miles from Granviller. The headlights shine furtively on an old building
            lost in the middle of nowhere. Jorge hides the car behind the building and cuts the engine.
         

         
         “I need a break,” he says.

         
         He hops out, takes a few steps, and relieves his bladder before returning to the Mégane.

         
         “Out, Meyers.”

         
         The lieutenant gets out of the car.

         
         “Turn around.”

         
         “Are you going to kill me?”

         
         “I’m not a murderer, contrary to what you think.”

         
         Jorge secures Meyers’s hands behind his back with the spare handcuffs he found in the glove compartment. Then he opens the
            trunk and helps the officer inside.
         

         
         “Good night, Lieutenant.”
         

         
         He closes the tailgate just as Léonard joins him.

         
         “You got any smokes, Lennie?”

         
         His brother pulls a pack of Bensons out of his jeans pocket.

         
         “You’re the best!”

         
         They smoke in silence, listening to the storm rumbling in the distance.

         
         “Why’d you do it, Lennie?”

         
         “You shouldn’t go to prison. It’s not fair.”

         
         “Do you know what we’re risking?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge. But dying is better than prison. Right?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie, it is. And . . . you were incredible!”

         
         “I did like they did in the movie.”

         
         “What movie?”

         
         “I can’t remember what it’s called. But it’s about a guy who frees his buddy by attacking the cops.”

         
         “And how does the movie end?”

         
         Léonard crushes the butt under the sole of his shoe. “I don’t remember.”

         
         “I’m sure you do, Lennie. How does this story end?”

         
         “Badly,” he admits.

         
         “I can still turn myself in. I’ll go to prison and so will you. But you won’t be in there for long,” says Jorge.

         
         “I don’t want to go back there. I want us to stay together.”

         
         “Till the bitter end?”

         
         “Till the bitter end,” says Léonard.

         
         Jorge pulls his brother against him and hugs him.

         
         “Thank you, Lennie. No one’s ever done anything like this for me. No one, ever. . . .”

         
         The night hides his tears and Jorge quickly wipes them away.

         
         “I’m going to sleep. Wake me up in twenty minutes, okay? Then it’ll be your turn to sleep.”

         
         Jorge sits behind the steering wheel and leans the seat back slightly. He closes his eyes and tries to disconnect his brain.
            He’s so exhausted that he immediately plunges into a restless sleep.
         

         
          

         “It’s time, Jorge.”

         
         He opens his eyes. It takes him a second to realize that he’s in a stolen car, being hunted by hundreds of armed men.

         
         “Your turn, Lennie. Try to get some sleep, and then we’ll hit the road again.”

         
         As Léonard drifts off to sleep, Jorge opens the trunk and pulls Meyers out. He takes a bottle of water from his brother’s
            bag and helps the lieutenant drink.
         

         
         “This is madness. Do you realize that your brother could die?”

         
         “Shut it,” orders Jorge. “I didn’t have much choice.”

         
         “You can still stop all this,” the officer implores him. “It’s not too late.”

         
         “It’s much too late. . . . I didn’t kill Sarah. I didn’t kill Lola. I spent sixteen years in prison for a crime I didn’t commit, and
            now I’m in danger of spending the rest of my life there!”
         

         
         “I’ll take your word for it,” claims Meyers. “And I’m willing to try—”

         
         “Don’t give me that spiel. You say that because I have the gun and you’re in the handcuffs.”

         
         The lieutenant smiles bitterly.

         
         “You’re right,” he admits. “A gun to your head tends to make you more understanding. You obviously prepared your brother for
            every eventuality?”
         

         
         “No. I was as surprised as you were.”

         
         “Really? You don’t just find this kind of firepower just lying around.”

         
         “I got hold of the gun.”

         
         “And you call yourself innocent, huh?”

         
         “Why? Did Lola take a bullet to the head?”

         
         The lieutenant pauses. “Listen, I have to pee. Will you untie me?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Are you going to hold it for me?”

         
         Jorge hesitates, then turns on the Mégane’s headlights before freeing his hostage.

         
         “Stay in the light,” he says, grabbing a SIG Sauer. “And no funny business. . . .”

         
         Meyers stands in front of the hood of the car. When he’s finished, he zips up his pants, then suddenly darts off into the
            dense vegetation.
         

         
         “Meyers!”

         
         Jorge rushes off in pursuit of his captive, but the man soon disappears into the darkness.

         
         “Shit . . .”

         
         Jorge moves forward slowly, his SIG Sauer pointing dead ahead. At once, the lieutenant leaps out of a thicket and pounces on him. The weapon falls, and a fierce fight ensues. Tackled to the ground, Jorge strains to get leverage. Meyers punches him in the face over and over until Jorge manages to roll him over onto his side. Their positions reversed, Jorge gains the upper hand, but he’s winded by a well-aimed knee. Meyers pushes him away violently and Jorge hits the ground again. Stunned, he struggles to come to his senses while Meyers searches for the gun in the tall grass. The lieutenant gets his hands on it and immediately aims it at his kidnapper. 

         
         “Get up! We’ll go wake your brother. Go ahead.”

         
         Jorge limps up to the Mégane. Meyers barely has time to realize that the vehicle is empty before a violent blow slams the
            back of his skull. He collapses, unconscious, against the side of the Renault. Using his fist like a hammer, Léonard has just
            knocked him out. Jorge spots the attacker and stares at his brother as if seeing him for the first time.
         

         
         “You weren’t asleep?”

         
         “No, I’m not sleepy.”

         
         Jorge picks up the gun and, with his brother’s help, handcuffs the lieutenant again. Then they retrieve the straps from the
            vehicle’s trunk, bind his ankles, and lash his neck to the headrest. Finally, they fasten the seat belt around his inert body.
         

         
         “There we go. Now you can ride up front, Lennie.”

         
         “Great! But are you sure—”

         
         “He can’t move, don’t worry.”

         
         “He’s not dead, is he?”

         
         “No, but he’ll be dozing for a while after the whack you gave him. And when he wakes, he’ll have one hell of a headache!”

         
         He gets behind the wheel again and Léonard settles in beside him.

         
         “Where are we going?”

         
         Jorge doesn’t start the car immediately. It’s as if his strength has drained away.

         
         “Where are we going, Jorge?”

         
         The young man turns to check that the officer is still unconscious.

         
         “We’re going someplace I can get help. But it’s a long way away, and I don’t know if we’ll make it.”

         
         Jorge’s eyes are shining a little too brightly. Léonard places a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

         
         “You can do it, Jorge. I believe in you. You can do it, I’m sure.”

         
         Jorge turns the key in the ignition and reverses. He guides the Mégane back onto the road and steps on the gas.

         
         “It’s better than the Clio, this car!” says Léonard.

         
         He runs his fingers over the touch screen like a child. A child capable of knocking out a man with his fists. Capable of holding
            up an officer with nothing more than his courage and a pistol with an empty magazine.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t have come to my aid, Lennie. You shouldn’t have put yourself in danger for me.”

         
         “You’re my brother. If you’re not here, I’m on my own. And if I’m not here, you’re on your own.”

         
         Fumbling with the screen, he changes the lighting.

         
         “Look how beautiful it is!” he raves.

         
         “Yes, it’s beautiful, Lennie. It’s so beautiful—”

         
         “And anyway, we’re not going to die. You said so yourself.”

         
         Jorge tries to hold back his tears.

         
         “You said we can’t die as long as we haven’t seen Glen Affric.”
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         The hills finally break away from the sky and a pure light reveals an unfamiliar world. The Mégane’s lights go out just as
            Léonard opens his eyes.
         

         
         “Where are we?”

         
         “I don’t know exactly,” admits Jorge.

         
         “I slept for a long time, didn’t I?”

         
         “A few hours.”

         
         Léonard takes in the surrounding landscape, so different from the one he knows. More hills, more bends.

         
         “We’re a long way from home, aren’t we?”

         
         “We’ve covered 250 miles.”

         
         Two hundred fifty miles without a single roadblock.

         
         Sheer luck.

         
         How much longer?

         
         As long as the cops don’t know what car they’re in, they have a chance of reaching safe harbor.

         
         “Can you loosen the strap?” begs Meyers for the umpteenth time.

         
         “Shut it,” replies Jorge.

         
         Léonard turns toward the officer, trussed up like a turkey in the back seat.

         
         “Good morning, sir,” he says with an innocent smile. “Did you sleep well, too? Do you have a headache?”

         
         Faced with the lieutenant’s silence, Léonard turns back to the road.

         
         “I’m sorry I hit you, but you shouldn’t have attacked my brother. No, never.”

         
         Then he turns to Jorge and whispers, “He doesn’t look happy!”

         
         He rummages through his backpack, pulling out a packet of cookies and a can of soda.

         
         “I’m hungry!”

         
         Jorge smiles. “There’s a surprise!”

         
         “Want some?” His brother nods and Léonard hands him a cookie. “My favorites!” he says, devouring his breakfast. “With caramel
            chips.”
         

         
         “By now they may have found the owner of the car,” muses Jorge. “Let’s get another and make this one disappear.”

         
         “Too bad. I like this car! It’s classy and has lots of lights everywhere. . . .”

         
         They drive on for a while until Jorge spots a sign pointing to a lake a mile away. Still following his instincts, he takes
            the turnoff, and the Mégane passes through a lush pine forest before arriving near a vast expanse of water. Below the track
            they’re on, they can make out a dirt parking lot, deserted except for a solitary camper. Jorge stops the Mégane above the
            parking lot, out of sight.
         

         
         “I’m going to take a look around. Keep an eye on our friend.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge. Can I give him a drink?”

         
         “As long as you leave him tied up, that’s fine with me. And if anything happens, honk the horn.”

         
         Jorge pockets one of the guns and walks away from the car. He pretends to be strolling down to the lakeside and, in passing,
            takes a look at the old camper, which has Swiss plates. Two mountain bikes are attached to the rear. Apparently, the occupants
            are still asleep. He walks back and takes his seat behind the wheel of the Mégane.
         

         
         “We’ll wait here for a while,” he says.

         
         “What for?”

         
         “To see what happens.”

         
         Léonard frowns, then lights a cigarette. In the rearview mirror, Jorge sees that the lieutenant’s eyes are closed. He seems to be taking advantage of this stop to recuperate. After they’ve waited a half hour, the door of the big van opens. Two men climb down and set up a folding table and two chairs. They eat their breakfast, unaware they are the subjects of Jorge’s surveillance. 

         
         “The officer looks like he’s asleep,” whispers Léonard.

         
         Jorge nods. Léonard looks at the campers again.

         
         “Did you see—they kissed!” he says with an embarrassed smile.

         
         “Yes, I saw. So what?”

         
         “So nothing. They’re . . . lucky.” Léonard sighs. “They have hot coffee and—what exactly are we waiting for?”

         
         “For them to leave. We’re praying that they leave.”
         

         
         “Ah  . . .”

         
         Léonard points at them, squints, and begins chanting, as if casting a spell.

         
         “Go on, off you go! Go now!”

         
         Jorge smiles and lights a cigarette. Léonard continues with his game.

         
         “Leave, you two, I order you—why do we want them to leave?”

         
         “Come with me, I’ll explain. Don’t make any noise; wouldn’t want to disturb our passenger.”

         
         They discreetly climb out of the Mégane, leaving the doors ajar. A few steps farther on, Jorge confides in his brother. “Their
            camper van is registered in Switzerland, and our fake papers are Swiss.”
         

         
         “We have fake papers?” asks Léonard, astonished.

         
         “That’s right, Lennie. They’re in the bag you brought from the yard.”

         
         “Clever—you’re so clever.”

         
         “It was in case the judge decided to send me back to prison,” says Jorge. “In case I lost my job or for any other reason.
            I thought I’d better plan our escape. I had fake passports made for you and for me. That’s what those photos were for.”
         

         
         Léonard recalls an unusual photo shoot his brother had set up several months earlier.

         
         “But . . . in those photos, we—”

         
         “That’s why I want this camper,” interrupts his older brother.

         
         “But that thing is so old!”

         
         “Doesn’t matter.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge.”

         
         They return to the car, where Meyers still seems to be soundly in the arms of Morpheus. When Léonard closes the door, Meyers
            opens his eyes.
         

         
         “We’re going to steal the camper van,” Léonard proudly announces.

         
         “What a delightful idea!” scoffs the lieutenant. “You’ve come this far! Might as well go all the way.”

         
         “We can do without your comments,” snaps Jorge. “And if you keep pissing me off, I’ll ask my brother to put you back to sleep. Understood, Lieutenant?”
         

         
         Léonard starts laughing and pulls a package of candy from his bag.

         
         “Wow, you thought of everything!” says Jorge.

         
         “Food is important.”

         
         In the parking lot, the Swiss men put away the table and chairs before they go back inside the Rapido camper.

         
         “They’re going back to bed, aren’t they?” worries Léonard.

         
         “I don’t know.” Jorge sighs, checking the dashboard clock.

         
         Even if the summer season isn’t yet in full swing, they can’t rule out more tourists arriving soon.

         
         Fifteen minutes later, one of the men emerges from the van and unhooks the bikes.

         
         “Bingo!” murmurs Jorge.

         
         His partner joins him. They lock the camper and get on their bikes. Jorge waits until they’re far enough away before going
            on the attack. He starts the Mégane and drives it as close as possible to the lake.
         

         
         “Léonard, take the straps off the lieutenant but leave the handcuffs on. Hurry up!”

         
         While Léonard frees Meyers, Jorge takes the toolbox out of the Mégane’s trunk. He rummages inside it and finds a piece of
            wire. Keeping an eye on the road above the parking lot, he tries to open the camper’s passenger door. After ten minutes of
            effort, he finally manages to unlock it. He gets inside and tries to start the engine. He’s never done this before in his
            life and has absolutely no idea how to proceed.
         

         
         “Meyers, get over here!”

         
         Léonard escorts the lieutenant to the van.

         
         “Do you know how to start this thing?”

         
         “I’m a police officer, not a car thief.”

         
         Jorge gets out of the Rapido and puts the barrel of the pistol to the lieutenant’s forehead. “If you don’t help me, you’re
            of no further use to me. And what I don’t need, I get rid of.”
         

         
         “Don’t do it!” begs Léonard.

         
         “Be quiet,” his brother orders. “So you don’t know how to start a car without a key, is that right?”

         
         “Take off my handcuffs,” replies Meyers. “I’ll take care of it. . . .”

         
         *  *  *

         It takes only a few minutes for Meyers to start the camper, pointing out that they’re lucky it’s a model from the 1990s. There’s
            no touch screen on the dashboard, but there is a GPS connected to the cigarette lighter.
         

         
         With his left wrist cuffed to the steering wheel, Meyers shifts the Rapido into first gear and moves it just behind the Mégane.
            On the passenger side, Léonard watches him like a hawk, pointing a SIG Sauer at his temple. 
         

         
         “You know, my boy, you’re risking a lot here—”

         
         “Jorge told me not to listen to you.”

         
         “You won’t get far, and when you’re arrested, you’ll end up in prison. Hostage taking, that’ll get you twenty years behind
            bars.”
         

         
         “Jorge told you not to talk to me!” insists Léonard, raising his voice.

         
         “Or worse, you’ll be killed.”

         
         “Be quiet, right now!” Léonard snaps.

         
         Meyers complies and drives slowly, following the Mégane as it climbs back up to the road. A minor road meandering between
            meadows and woods. Once back on the pavement, they drive three miles, then the Mégane pulls over to the side.
         

         
         “Pull in behind it!” orders Léonard. “And don’t cut the engine, Jorge said!”

         
         Jorge joins them and unlocks Meyers from the steering wheel.

         
         “Come help me. You’re coming, too, Lennie. We’re going to push the car.”

         
         “Too bad.” Léonard sighs. “I wish we could keep this car.”

         
         Five minutes later, the Mégane plunges into a deep ravine and disappears from their field of vision.

         
         “Perfect,” says Jorge. “No one will find it anytime soon.”

         
         A van appears up the road, and he hides his gun.

         
         “No messing around, right, Meyers?”

         
         They let the other motorist pass, then climb back aboard the Rapido. Jorge cuffs Meyers securely in the back, then rummages
            through the camper’s closets to grab a pair of pants and a T-shirt. He changes quickly.
         

         
         “They’re a little big on you!” chuckles Léonard.

         
         “Never mind that. Can you make us some coffee?”

         
         As Jorge puts the camper in gear and pulls onto the road, his brother inspects the fully equipped kitchen. “There’s plenty
            of food in the cabinets!”
         

         
         His brother smiles. “See? It’s better than the Mégane.”

         
         “Oh, yeah! There’s even a fridge with cheese, ham, fruit, and . . . and there’s a toilet and a shower. You’re right, Jorge,
            it’s better than the Mégane!”
         

         
          

         The miles go by, monotonously, to the rhythm of the radio.

         
         “What’s that?” asks Léonard, pointing to a small multicolored flag on the dashboard.

         
         “It’s the LGBT rainbow flag,” replies Jorge.

         
         “The what?”

         
         Jorge explains what the acronym means. When it’s time for the news, he turns up the volume on the radio.

         
         Law enforcement agencies are still looking for the Mathieu brothers, who kidnapped Lieutenant Maxime Meyers last night, after
               an incredible escape from the Granviller police station—

         
         “They’re talking about us!” exclaims Léonard. “We’re famous!”

         
         “Sure, you’re famous,” growls Meyers. “Everyone wants to meet you.”

         
         “I told you we don’t need your comments,” Jorge reminds him.

         
         Jorge slowly adjusts to driving the cumbersome, slow-moving vehicle. When they come to a village, he decides to stop, but
            without cutting the engine. He gags the hostage before getting out.
         

         
         “You stay back there with him, Lennie. I’ll be right back.”

         
         He pulls a hat emblazoned with a Swiss flag down over his head, then digs into Léonard’s backpack. At the very bottom is a
            plastic bag filled with used bills. Another bag contains fake ID papers, a cell phone, and some keys. He puts a hundred euros
            in his pocket and gets out.
         

         
         Alone with the lieutenant, Léonard devours a second breakfast. Mouth full, he addresses Meyers, who’s unable to answer. “My brother didn’t kill Sarah and he didn’t kill Lola. Because my brother isn’t a killer. No, Jorge is no murderer—and he’s all I have. Because my mother, she died. . . . I don’t know who my real mother is. Mona found me. It was a Thursday morning, November 6. It was raining, but not cold . . .” 

         
          

         Fifteen minutes later, Jorge returns to the Rapido and puts a shopping bag behind his seat.

         
         “Everything okay, Lennie?”

         
         “Yeah, he’s been good.”

         
         “Perfect. Let’s go.”

         
         Jorge shifts into first gear and drives slowly through the busy village.

         
         “What’d you buy?” asks Léonard, sitting down next to him. “Is it food?”

         
         Jorge raises his eyes skyward.

         
         “Food really is all you think about, I swear!”

         
         “No, it’s not that—”

         
         “Yes, I bought some food. Fresh bread, water, and even a Coke for you.”

         
         “Awesome!”

         
         With the last of the village houses in the rearview mirror, they return to the seldom-used road, the gently sloping fields,
            and the pine woods. Jorge parks on the side again and unfolds the road map he’s just bought.
         

         
         “We have a GPS,” Léonard reminds him.

         
         “Yes, but I need to see the big picture. Can you take out our friend’s gag, Lennie?”

         
         “Okay,” he huffs.

         
         “And give him a cup of coffee.”

         
         While Léonard looks after the hostage, Jorge tries to work out the least risky route. “Do you think your buddies are going
            to risk setting up roadblocks while you’re with us?” he asks Meyers.
         

         
         “I’m a soldier, not a civilian hostage.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “So they’ll take the risk.”

         
         Jorge sighs and turns his attention back to the map.

         
         “By now, a SWAT team will be on the case,” the lieutenant continues. “It’s kind of like a stag hunt, you know?”

         
         Their eyes meet in the rearview mirror.

         
         “They’re the hunters. You’re the game.”

         
         “And what are you?” Jorge asks.

         
         “Me? I’m potentially collateral damage. Maybe a hunting accident.”

         
         Jorge starts to light a cigarette but freezes when he sees several police vehicles coming down the road.

         
         A column of hunters. Armed to the teeth.

         
         The vans pass the motorhome and disappear without slowing down.

         
         “Your buddies are going the wrong way!”

         
         “My buddies are everywhere. In front of you, behind you, above you . . .”
         

         
         Jorge puts the map on the passenger seat and the Rapido starts moving again. At every intersection he hesitates, always opting
            to stray from the main roads and take the smallest, longest, most tortuous routes.
         

         
         From the back of the vehicle, Meyers sees a sign promising that they’ll be in Mâcon in another eighty miles.

         
         “It’s a nice spot,” says Léonard.

         
         “Anyone would think you were going on vacation!” scoffs the lieutenant.

         
         “I’ve never been on vacation,” Léonard laments. “This is the first time.”

         
         “Enjoy it, because it’s the last one you’ll ever have, kid.”

         
         Jorge suddenly jerks the steering wheel and pulls on the hand brake. He moves to the back of the van, grabs Meyers, and lifts
            him off the bench.
         

         
         “Don’t you dare say that to my brother,” he orders in an icy voice.

         
         “Why? Doesn’t he have a right to know the truth?”

         
         “Shut your big mouth or I’ll smash it in!”

         
         “Calm down, Jorge!” pleads Léonard.

         
         Jorge lets go of the officer, who falls back into his seat.

         
         “Calm down,” repeats Léonard.

         
         “All good,” says Jorge, taking the wheel again.

         
         *  *  *

         It’s noon and Léonard makes sandwiches. Ham, butter, and pickles. He gives one to his brother and one to the lieutenant, keeping
            the biggest for himself.
         

         
         “It makes sense, I’m the biggest,” he declares.

         
         Jorge wolfs down his lunch while driving. They pass more signs. Mâcon is getting closer, but before that, they’ll pass Montceau-les-Mines
            and Digoin.
         

         
         “Where are we?” asks Léonard.

         
         “We’ll soon be in Ain,” replies Jorge. “We’ll have to fill up at the next village.”

         
         They reach a small town, passing through residential areas before entering a commercial zone. “There’s a McDonald’s!” says
            Léonard.
         

         
         “You ate a half hour ago,” Jorge reminds him.

         
         “Yeah, but—”

         
         “Out of the question,” says his brother. “Too risky.”

         
         They leave the area and finally come across an isolated gas station. Jorge is forced to cut the ignition, stalling the camper
            just in front of the pump. He puts his hat on his head, dons sunglasses, and opens the tank. As he fills up the vehicle, he
            keeps his head down to avoid showing his face to the cameras. Then he heads for the cash desk. When he gets back into the
            Rapido, he hands Lennie a bag.
         

         
         “Here, this is for you. All kinds of treats.”

         
         “Cool, thanks!”

         
         Jorge bends down and repeats the actions that Meyers used to start the engine.

         
         “You see, Lieutenant, I don’t need you anymore!”
         

         
         The officer glares daggers at him as the camper continues on its way.

         
          

         At three o’clock, Jorge turns up the radio.

         
         Law enforcement agencies are still looking for the Mathieu brothers, Jorge and Léonard, and their hostage, Lieutenant Maxime
               Meyers. Despite a massive deployment on the roads and in the air, the two fugitives remain at large. Our special correspondent
               in—

         
         “Looks like your hunting buddies are out of their depth!” crows Jorge.

         
         “Don’t get too smart,” replies the lieutenant.

         
         “Out of their depth!” echoes Léonard.

         
         A few raindrops hit the windshield, and Jorge looks for the wiper control. Then he turns up the volume again.

         
         “Remember this song, Lennie?”

         
         “It was Mona’s favorite.”

         
         “And do you know why? Because it was the first song she heard after she found out she was pregnant with me!”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         Jorge wipes away a tear as he sings the ’80s melody.

         
         “How did your mother die?” asks Meyers.

         
         “A stroke,” says Léonard. “She was right there, in front of us. And then she fell to the ground.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” replies the officer. “If she were still alive, she’d—”

         
         “Careful what you say,” warns Jorge.

         
         “If she were still alive,” Meyers continues, “she’d probably be worried sick.”

         
         “Most likely, she’d be getting tortured by your buddy Solers!” says Jorge.

         
         “Tortured? We don’t torture people!”
         

         
         “He made me kneel down,” says Léonard. “And he hit me with his club.”

         
         “Bullshit,” snorts the lieutenant.

         
         Léonard pulls at the sleeve of his T-shirt, revealing the ugly purple bruise on his shoulder. “So what’s this, then?”

         
         Skeptical, Meyers doesn’t respond.

         
         “He was there sixteen years ago,” says Jorge. “He wasn’t in charge, but he was there when I was arrested for Sarah’s murder.
            And . . . actually, it’s weird—I thought you police officers were always being moved around?”
         

         
         “As far as I know, he did a few different brigades and then asked to come back to Granviller two years ago,” says Meyers.

         
         “Well, he was already on the rampage when I was arrested for Sarah’s murder,” continues Jorge. “He made me kneel for hours,
            too. A whole night, to be exact.”
         

         
         “I don’t believe you.”

         
         “Open your eyes, Lieutenant; this guy’s a top-grade prick! You heard him when he came to see me in my cell, didn’t you? Anything goes—you can’t have forgotten that, right?”
         

         
         Visibly uncomfortable, Meyers looks away.

         
         “Sixteen years ago, he tortured me into confessing to a double murder I didn’t commit. And even though I retracted my statement,
            it was too late.”
         

         
         “Your fingerprints were found on the murder weapon,” the lieutenant reminds him.

         
         “It was the strap of Sarah’s bag. I was holding it a few days before she was murdered.”

         
         Meyers sighs. “She cheated on you with your best friend. It’s an obvious motive.”

         
         “No point investigating any further, that’s for sure!” replies Jorge acerbically. “And why, exactly, would I rape her?”

         
         “To cover your tracks, maybe.”

         
         Jorge rolls his eyes. “Whoever killed her also killed Lola, I’m sure of it.”

         
         “I’ve told you: I’m prepared to listen to you and reopen the investigation.”

         
         “It’s too late for that. It’s far too late. . . .”
         

         
         Suddenly, Jorge slows down and stops the camper on a wide shoulder. He grabs a pair of binoculars from the glove compartment.

         
         “What’s wrong?” worries Léonard.

         
         Jorge hands him the binoculars.

         
         “Look down the road, way down on the left.”

         
         Léonard fumbles around for a while and eventually spots a few stationary cars between the trees, with men in uniform checking
            them.
         

         
         “Oh, fuck—”

         
         “Let’s get out of here,” announces Jorge, turning the steering wheel as far as it will go. He makes a perilous U-turn and
            heads off in the opposite direction. He’d almost forgotten that they were being hunted by every cop in France.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Dusk falls and the road stretches out ahead. Despite the adrenaline, the anxiety, and the coffee, Jorge finds it hard to keep
            his eyes open. Twenty-four hours on the run and he’s already exhausted.
         

         
         “Come sit by me, Lennie.”

         
         His brother, who has been resting in the back, unfolds his large frame to get into the passenger seat.

         
         “Talk to me,” orders Jorge. “Talk to me, or I’ll fall asleep—”

         
         “I’d like to call Victoria. She must be worried.”

         
         “Don’t turn on your phone. They could use it to locate us.”

         
         “Oh . . . does that mean I’ll never be able to talk to her again?”

         
         “No, you will, but later.”

         
         “And I’d love to know if Sacha fed Arsène, too. I should have brought him with us, don’t you think?”

         
         “No, he’s better off with Sacha, believe me.”

         
         “If you say so, Jorge—what does it say on that sign?”

         
         “Morvan Regional Nature Park. I think we’ve been going in circles.”

         
         “Maybe, but we didn’t see any roadblocks.”

         
         The Rapido’s headlights trace a path through the gathering darkness. When Jorge spots a small trail with a chain across it,
            he slows down. Only a few, scattered vacation homes dot this remote area, and there’s probably one at the end of this trail.
            Jorge stops, leaves the engine running, and gets out of the camper. He steps over the chain and follows the path until he
            makes out a squat single-story house. The garden hasn’t been tended for some time, the shutters are closed, and it’s invisible
            from the road. He comes back and tries to remove the chain, but a large rusty padlock holds it fast to a wooden post. Grabbing
            a heavy stone, he bashes the lock until it gives way. He then gets back behind the wheel and steers the camper onto the track.
         

         
         “Where are we going?” asks Léonard.

         
         “An empty house. Let’s get some rest.”

         
         “We can rest in the camper,” Léonard objects.

         
         “We’ll be better off in there.”

         
         “But why?” persists Léonard.

         
         “I have my reasons.”

         
         He parks the Rapido behind the building and cuts the engine. He grabs the flashlight from the glove compartment and tries to open the shutter on the front door. After several fruitless attempts, he considers using the pistol to break through the barrier. But he prefers a quieter method. Behind the house, he unearths a metal bar and finally manages to pry his way in. He and his brother enter the cold house, and Jorge turns on the electricity. 

         
         “Go get Meyers,” he says. “We’re spending the night here.”

         
          

         Left wrist cuffed to a table leg, Meyers swallows his dinner in silence. Léonard has reheated two cans of sausage and lentils
            he has found in the kitchen cabinets, and Jorge has retrieved a bottle of wine from the cellar. An excellent Bordeaux. If
            he’s going to die tomorrow, or even tonight, he might as well allow himself one last treat.
         

         
         He fills the lieutenant’s glass. He needs no encouragement to taste the fine wine.

         
         “Want some, Lennie?”

         
         Léonard takes a sip and makes a face. “Yuck! I prefer Coke.”

         
         “My God,” sighs Jorge.

         
         They turn on the old television, which only gets a few channels, and wait for the evening news.

         
         They’ve made the headlines. Their faces appear on the screen.

         
         “Why do I have a black bandage over my eyes?” Léonard asks.

         
         “Because you’re a minor,” explains Meyers.

         
         According to our information, the police vehicle stolen by the Mathieu brothers was found not far from Granviller—

         
         The lieutenant’s face tenses up. “Idiot journalists—they can’t keep their mouths shut!” he mutters.

         
         “They probably still think we’re in the Mégane,” Jorge deduces. “We’re one step ahead of them.”

         
         “We don’t tell the media everything,” corrects Meyers.

         
         Jorge lights a cigarette and finishes his glass of wine.

         
         Law enforcement agencies believe that the fugitives are still in the region and have not been able to leave the country—

         
         “No, guys, we’re not in the region anymore! More wine, Lieutenant?” Jorge smiles.
         

         
         Meyers places the palm of his free hand over the glass.

         
         “As you wish,” replies Jorge. “I’m going to take a shower.”

         
          

         They’re clean, well-fed, and apparently safe. The officer lies securely tied to the bed in one of the ground-floor bedrooms,
            while Léonard and his brother are in the living room.
         

         
         “We’ll take turns sleeping,” says Jorge, stretching out on the sofa. “Wake me up in two hours and then it’s your turn. If
            you hear anything—”
         

         
         “I’ll wake you up,” promises Léonard.

         
         “Right. And we’ll be on our way before daybreak.”

         
         Jorge falls asleep in a few minutes, and Léonard, stationed in front of a barred window, scans the house’s surroundings. From
            time to time, he pokes his head into the next room, where Meyers has also dozed off, then returns to his brother. He takes
            one of the pistols in his right hand and points it at an imaginary target.
         

         
         “Come any closer to my brother and I’ll shoot you!” he whispers. “I’ll put a bullet in your head!”

         
         For a quarter of an hour, he tracks invisible enemies from room to room. Finger on the trigger, he eliminates them one by
            one. While he’s in the laundry room, a hand comes to rest on his shoulder. Startled, he instantly whirls around, the weapon
            in front of him.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Nothing, I’m just checking to see if anyone’s here, that’s all. You’re not asleep?”

         
         “I can’t seem to stay asleep,” confesses Jorge. “I . . . I keep thinking about tons of stuff and it wakes me up. Anyway, I
            managed to sleep for almost an hour and I’m already feeling better. Go lie down, I’ll take my shift.”
         

         
         Reluctantly, Léonard hands over the weapon, then stretches out on the old couch.

         
         “Is fear keeping you awake, Jorge?”

         
         His brother nods.

         
         “Are you afraid I’ll die?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie.”

         
         “It’s the same for me.”

         
         “It proves that we care about each other. Even though a year ago, we’d never set eyes on one another.”

         
         “Yes, but I was already thinking about you—all the time.”

         
         “Ditto,” says Jorge, facing the window. “I was in prison, and I couldn’t wait to meet you.”

         
         “So let’s not die just yet,” Léonard resolves. “It’d be silly not to have time to get to know each other, wouldn’t it?”

         
         Jorge rests his forehead against the glass. “Yes, Lennie. Try to get some sleep now. I’ll watch over you.”

         
         As his brother closes his eyes, Jorge stares into the darkness.

         
         “I’m watching over you, Lennie.”
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         At five o’clock in the morning, Jorge starts the coffee machine. He fills two cups, adds a sugar cube to Léonard’s, and sits
            on the coffee table by the sofa.
         

         
         “It’s time, Lennie.”

         
         His brother grumbles before pulling the blanket up over his childlike face.

         
         “Wake up, we have to go.”

         
         Léonard opens his eyes and smiles at Jorge.

         
         “Here, I made you some coffee.”

         
         “Cool,” says Léonard, yawning.

         
         They drink their espresso in silence. Léonard, his eyes swollen with sleep. Jorge, his face lined and drawn, dark circles
            under his eyes.
         

         
         “Come on, get up.”

         
         They go through to the bedroom where Meyers waits patiently to be uncuffed. Jorge gives him permission to go to the bathroom,
            drink a cup of coffee, and eat a cookie. Then he orders him to sit on the floor against the banister of the staircase that
            leads to the cellar. He cuffs his wrists to a metal bar and considers him for a moment.
         

         
         “For you, the journey ends here,” he says.

         
         “You’re leaving me here?”

         
         Jorge nods and the lieutenant’s face loses the last of its color.

         
         “I’m going to die—”

         
         “Possibly.”

         
         “I thought you weren’t a murderer!”

         
         “I wasn’t. But today, I have to protect my brother, sorry. So you’re going to find out what it’s like to be condemned when
            you’re innocent.”
         

         
         Jorge takes a large roll of tape and cuts a wide strip. He gags the officer and stands up.

         
         “Ciao, Lieutenant. I’d have preferred Solers to be in your place.”

         
         He joins Léonard in the kitchen. “Grab some supplies from the cabinets and throw them in the camper. Take anything that might
            be of use to us because we’re not making any more stops.”
         

         
         “Okay, Jorge. Why isn’t he coming with us?”

         
         “Because I don’t want him to know where we’re going and then be able to rat us out.”

         
         “But if no one finds him, he’ll die, right?”

         
         “Forget him, Lennie. We have to save our skins, that’s the priority. You do what I tell you.”

         
         *  *  *

         The sun rises on another day spent on the run. On the radio, a journalist explains that the police have broadcast photos of
            the two fugitives throughout the country, and that there’s still hope of rescuing the police hostage alive.
         

         
         “We can’t let him die,” says Léonard.

         
         “He’ll survive.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Do you trust me, Lennie?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “So believe me: He’s going to survive.”

         
         Jorge makes a U-turn as they depart. They take the same roads as the day before, but in the opposite direction.

         
         “Are we going back home?” exclaims Léonard.

         
         “No. We’re never going home, Lennie. But I have to cover our tracks as much as possible.”

         
         To soothe his fears, Léonard devours a packet of marshmallows.

         
         “What’s it gonna be like, Jorge?”

         
         “What’s what gonna be like?”

         
         “Tell me what it’ll be like there.”

         
         “Well, we’ll move into the house that’s right on the edge of Loch Affric.”

         
         “The one at the foot of the snowcapped mountains, surrounded by pine trees?”

         
         “Yes, that one,” confirms Jorge. “It’s white, with a gray roof.”

         
         “And there’s a guesthouse, too!”

         
         “Yes, right next door.”

         
         “And every morning—”

         
         “When we wake up, we can admire the lake and the mountains.”

         
         “We’ll see the deer and stags coming off the moor.”

         
         “Yes, Lennie. We can watch them every morning and evening.”

         
         “And we’ll go fishing on the lake, too!” Léonard remembers.

         
         “Whenever we feel like it.”

         
         “And I’ll take care of the wood for our fire. We could invite Victoria. Or Sacha. And I’ll tell him to bring Arsène, too.
            He’d love it there, wouldn’t he?”
         

         
         “I’m sure he would.”

         
         “And Mona, she’ll be with us all the time.”

         
         “All the time—and in Glen Affric, we won’t have to run or hide!”

         
         “We’ll be able to walk with our heads held high,” says Léonard.

         
         “You know, Lennie, everyone has dreams. But not many people manage to make them come true.”

         
         “But we’re going to, aren’t we, Jorge?”

         
         Jorge feels a brief but sharp pain close to his heart. Despite everything, he smiles at his brother.

         
         “Yes, Lennie. We will.”

         
          

         By midmorning, Léonard has gone back to sleep and Jorge is headed north. At the end of a narrow road, he pulls over and his
            brother opens his eyes.
         

         
         “Why did we stop?”

         
         “I need to look at the map,” replies Jorge, lighting a cigarette.

         
         “Can I go pee?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         Léonard gets out of the Rapido and stands in front of a tree. Meanwhile, Jorge consults the road map. When Léonard gets back
            in, he waits, finishing a pack of candy.
         

         
         “You know there’s a toilet in the camper, don’t you?” Jorge reminds him.

         
         “Yeah, but if we don’t stop to fill the tank, we won’t be able to flush. Better to save the water for number twos!”

         
         “You have a point.”

         
         “So where are we going?”

         
         “You’ll find out soon enough,” replies his brother.

         
         He searches the backpack and takes out the passports.

         
         “Lennie, we’ll have to take busier roads eventually. And just in case we get pulled over, you’ll have to know about your new
            identity. From here on, your name is Liam Peeters and you’re nineteen years old.”
         

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “It’s the name on your passport: Liam Peeters.”

         
         “Liam Peeters,” repeats Léonard.

         
         “My name is Victor Janssens.”

         
         “Are those Swiss names?”

         
         “No. Our papers aren’t Swiss. They’re Belgian.”

         
         “But I thought . . . Jorge, I don’t understand what’s going on,” Léonard murmurs.

         
         “Yesterday morning, down by the lake, I lied to you because I was sure Meyers was pretending to sleep. And I hope he heard
            us.”
         

         
         Registering his brother’s confusion, Jorge remains patient.

         
         “I wanted Meyers to think we have Swiss passports and are going to take refuge in Switzerland. That’s why I went in that direction
            yesterday.”
         

         
         “But we’re actually going to Belgium, aren’t we?”

         
         “First, we head to the north of France. Then we’ll see.”

         
         “So . . . we have Belgian papers, we’re driving around in a Swiss camper, and we’re staying in France, right?”

         
         “That’s right, Lennie. I improvised depending on what luck put in our way.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “What’s your name?”

         
         Léonard thinks for a moment.

         
         “Liam . . . Peter?”

         
         “Peeters.”

         
         “Liam Peeters.”

         
         “What’s my name?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Victor—I can’t remember the rest.”

         
         “Victor Janssens. We’re two friends from Brussels traveling around Europe together.”

         
         “In a Swiss camper—”

         
         “For the moment, yes. The Rapido’s registration doesn’t have our names on it, but if we get pulled over, we can always say
            our friends lent it to us.”
         

         
         “Swiss friends, then.”

         
         “That’s right, Lennie.”

         
         “Your story’s complicated!”

         
         “Not at all, you’ll get used to it.”

         
         “So we’re not brothers anymore?”

         
         “No, we’re friends.”

         
         “Friends how?” asks Léonard.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Well—there’s only one bed in the camper. And then there’s the little rainbow flag!”

         
         “We’re friends, period.” Jorge hands him the passport. “Look at the photo,” he says.

         
         Léonard bursts out laughing.

         
         “Oh, yeah, we were in disguise!”

         
         “We had makeup on.”

         
         “You told me it was for an online contest,” recalls Léonard.

         
         “It was for fake papers. Now we have to make ourselves up again to look like we do in these photos, so the cops won’t recognize
            us if we get pulled over.”
         

         
         “How are we going to do that?”

         
         “The night I brought the gym bag home, I put in everything we’d need before I buried it. It’s all in the blue bag.”

         
         “You’re so clever, Jorge!”

         
         Léonard reaches into his backpack and pulls out the bag. Inside are several things they can use to modify their appearance.
            Jorge asks his brother to change his outfit, explaining that the police have probably broadcast his description. Léonard manages
            to find a T-shirt big enough to put on.
         

         
         “It’s too tight,” he laments. “Besides, I don’t like this color.”

         
         “Ah, come on,” says Jorge. “You look perfect.”

         
         They sit down in front of the closet mirror. Léonard goes first, with help from his brother. A wig makes his light brown hair
            much darker and a little longer.
         

         
         “It looks like real hair!”

         
         “Because it is,” explains Jorge.

         
         Then, with some difficulty, Léonard puts in honey-brown contact lenses. Finally, Jorge draws a long, thin scar on his brother’s cheek with some kind of mysterious liquid. 

         
         “There, you’re ready,” he says.

         
         Léonard peers at himself in the mirror.

         
         “I don’t look like me anymore!”

         
         “My turn,” says Jorge.

         
         He pulls back his black hair and fits a salt-and-pepper wig onto his head. Then he puts in pearl-gray contacts and adds metal-rimmed
            eyeglasses with neutral lenses. He finishes with a false beard made from real hair, the same color as the wig.
         

         
         “Use plenty of glue!” advises Léonard.

         
         “Don’t worry, I paid a fortune for it, so it should last a while.”

         
         “How did you manage to buy all this stuff? And how did you get the fake papers?”

         
         “I’ll tell you later,” says his brother evasively.

         
         They compare their reflection with the passport photos.

         
         “That’ll do,” says Jorge. “We’re good to go.”

         
         He gets back behind the wheel and starts the camper.

         
         “What’s your name?” he asks Léonard.

         
         “Léo . . . uh, Liam.”

         
         “Liam what?”

         
         “Liam Peeters.”

         
         “Perfect. And what’s mine?”

         
         “You’re Victor—Victor Janssens!”

         
         “Are you French?”

         
         Léonard thinks for a second before answering.

         
         “No, I’m Belgian, but a Swiss friend lent me his camper van!”

         
         “And that scar on your cheek, where did you get it?”

         
         Léonard gapes at him, speechless.

         
         “Just kidding!” Jorge smiles. “Come on, let’s hit the road.”

         
         *  *  *

         In the early afternoon, the Rapido changes direction. Instead of heading for Bourges, it turns off toward Auxerre. A few miles
            farther on, Jorge turns toward Tonnerre.
         

         
         “I’m hungry,” grumbles Léonard.

         
         “Make some sandwiches. But we’ll have to eat while we drive.”

         
         “Okay.” Léonard sighs.

         
         He goes to the cabinet in the back of the camper and gets some sliced bread, which he tops with cheese spread and tomato slices.

         
         “Here,” he says, handing one to Jorge.

         
         “Thank you, Lennie.”

         
         “Watch your beard! Apparently, it’s against the law to eat while driving. Sacha told me.”

         
         “Apparently, it’s also illegal to hold up cops with a gun or steal a camper.”

         
         Léonard shrugs his shoulders and fills his giant stomach as he looks out at the scenery.

         
         “There are two bananas left in the fridge,” he says. “Want one?”

         
         “No, I’ll be fine. Keep them for yourself! But if you have a bottle of water, I’m dying of thirst.”

         
         “Meyers must be thirsty, too.”

         
         “He’s most likely scared.”

         
         “We’re scared, too.”

         
          

         After skirting Troyes, Jorge refills the Rapido’s tank. Occasionally, Léonard asks his brother to read him a few signs. Nancy,
            Metz, Reims, Fontainebleau, Provins, Paris—
         

         
         “Are we going to Paris?” Léonard asks, hopefully.

         
         “No, we’re heading for Reims.”

         
         The afternoon is gray, scattered showers mixed with sunshine.

         
         “There’s a phone in your bag,” says Jorge suddenly. “Grab it.”

         
         Léonard retrieves the cell phone from a plastic bag.

         
         “Turn it on.”

         
         “But you said—”

         
         “This phone is different. It’s encrypted. You can call Victoria, if you want. Know her number?”

         
         “Yes—really, I can call?”

         
         “You can. But don’t tell her where we are. Tell her we’re driving to Italy, that we’ll be there soon, and that we’re in a
            car, okay?”
         

         
         “To Italy?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie.”

         
         “I’ll have to lie to her, then—”

         
         “For now, it’s what you have to do,” Jorge concedes. “If the cops ever question her, there’s no risk of her revealing our
            whereabouts. Her phone is probably already bugged. But at least you’ll be able to reassure her. And then you can do the same
            with Sacha.”
         

         
         Léonard dials Victoria’s number. She picks up right away.

         
         “It’s me—Léo.”

         
         “Lennie!” cries Victoria. “You’re alive! Where are you?”

         
         “I’m in a car—an old gray car. With my brother. We’re going to Italy.”

         
         “To Italy?”

         
         “Yes—”

         
         “Are you all right? You aren’t hurt, are you?”

         
         “No, I’m fine.”

         
         “I’m so happy to hear from you. What you did was crazy! Totally crazy!”

         
         “I didn’t want Jorge to go back to prison. Because it wasn’t him who killed Lola, you know—”

         
         “I know, Lennie. The police came to see me again! The first time, they were nice, but this time . . . this time it was a big
            jerk named Solers!”
         

         
         “He didn’t hit you, did he?”

         
         “Hit me? Of course not! But he asked me tons of questions.”

         
         Jorge gives him a sign and Léonard is forced to wrap it up.

         
         “I have to go, Victoria. But I’ll call you back, I promise.”

         
         “I’m . . . I’m sending you lots of kisses and don’t die, okay?”

         
         “Okay, Victoria.”

         
         “I love you.”

         
         “I . . . I love you, too.”

         
         When he hangs up, Léonard is shaken. He takes a few moments to calm down before he dials Sacha’s number. He tells him the
            same lie, then asks about Arsène.
         

         
         “He’s at home, on my couch. He misses you, but he’s okay.”

         
         “Thanks, Sacha. I’ll call you back, I swear.”

         
         Léonard turns off the phone and puts it back in the bag.

         
         “Do you feel better?”

         
         “Yeah, I’m glad I could talk to them. And Arsène is fine. How did you manage to get all this stuff?”

         
         “Remember all those times I was gone for a couple of days? Well, it was for a job. And in exchange for the work, I was able
            to get what was in the bag: money, fake papers, that phone—and a few other things.”
         

         
         “What was the job?”

         
         Jorge hesitates before answering. But he no longer wants to hide anything from his brother.

         
         “I had to smuggle drugs,” he finally admits. “Drugs stashed in a car. I picked it up in Spain and had to take it to the Belgian
            border.”
         

         
         “Drugs?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie. But I have no regrets, you know, because otherwise, we never would have made it.”

         
         “I understand,” says Léonard. “Don’t worry, I understand.”

         
         *  *  *

         Meyers stretches his numb legs in front of him. His arms hurt; his back hurts. And he feels as if he might choke at any second.

         
         The grandfather clock in front of him punctuates his ordeal.

         
         He spends hours trying to free himself—a superhuman effort that results in a dislocated shoulder and a crushing defeat.

         
         So he gives up the fight.

         
         He cries for a long time. Then his tears dry.

         
         In the half-light of this isolated house, Meyers thinks about his life and his death.

         
         About everything he’s built up over the years.

         
         About everything he stands to lose.

         
         Never seeing his children or his wife again.

         
         In the half-light of this isolated house, Meyers wonders how he’s going to die. Thirst, no doubt. His body temperature will
            rise, then he’ll feel intoxicated, as if he’s been drinking alcohol. Cramps, headaches, delirium, confusion. Then he’ll plunge
            into a coma.
         

         
         An almost gentle death, in short.

         
         At best, he’ll hold out for three days.

         
         At worst, he’ll suffer for three days.

         
         *  *  *

         In the late afternoon, they pass close to Reims. Though the sky remains gloomy, Léonard never tires of the ever-changing view.

         
         “I’ve never traveled so many miles before!”

         
         “And it’s not over yet,” warns Jorge.

         
         Léonard sighs. “These contacts hurt my eyes.”

         
         “You have to stop rubbing them! There are eye drops in the case. You can put a drop in each eye. That will help.”

         
         Léonard complies and looks in the mirror again.

         
         “I don’t look too bad like this,” he says.

         
         At the wheel, Jorge flashes a smile.

         
         “You’re very handsome, Liam!”
         

         
         “Thanks, Victor!” Léonard laughs.
         

         
         To avoid the busy routes, Jorge takes the Rapido onto a secondary road heading toward the Belgian border. He turns up the radio, and Léonard starts singing along to “Hotel California.” The two brothers launch into a new rendition of the cult song and then dissolve into a fit of laughter that goes on for a mile. 

         
         But suddenly Jorge swallows his laughter. “Holy shit,” he says, stepping on the brakes.

         
         Directly in front of them is a police roadblock—a spike strip, three vehicles, and several armed men.

         
         “What are we going to do?” whimpers Léonard.

         
         “We have no choice,” replies Jorge. “What’s your name?”

         
         “L . . . Liam Peeters.”

         
         “And mine?”

         
         “Victor Janssens.”

         
         “Where are we from?”

         
         “From Brussels.”

         
         Jorge takes the camper’s registration and puts it in the console.

         
         Five cars in front of them.

         
         “If they check the plates, we’re dead,” says Jorge. “They’ll know it’s a stolen vehicle. When it’s our turn, try to look normal
            and smile, okay?”
         

         
         Léonard bites his finger and starts rocking back and forth.

         
         “Stop it,” orders Jorge. “We’re going to make it through. . . .”

         
         The wait seems interminable, and their anxiety reaches new heights. Léonard repeats his alias over and over. Finally, it’s
            their turn. Jorge rolls down the window and an officer comes over, while his colleagues stand at a distance, assault rifles
            in hand.
         

         
         “Good morning, gentlemen, National Police. Please shut the car off.”

         
         Jorge releases the clutch pedal and the Rapido jerks.

         
         “Oops!” Jorge chuckles. “Stalled!”

         
         “License and registration, please,” orders the officer in a commanding voice.

         
         Jorge hands him the registration, the insurance certificate, and the two passports. The lieutenant inspects the documents, taking a long look at them. 

         
         “You don’t own this vehicle?”

         
         “No, it belongs to our friends Nathan Müller and Marc Candaux. They live in Bern, Switzerland.”

         
         Léonard’s eyebrows shoot up as he hears the voice his brother has just invented for himself. Fortunately, the cop doesn’t
            notice; his eyes are riveted on the rainbow flag behind the windshield, waving in the breeze.
         

         
         “They lent it to us for our vacation,” continues Jorge in a slightly affected tone. “Wasn’t that so kind of them?”

         
         “Where are you heading?”

         
         “We’re on our way back to Brussels, sir. Vacation’s over!”

         
         “Don’t your friends want their camper back?”

         
         “Yes, but not right away. They’re taking the train to Brussels in September to come spend a weekend with us. And then they’ll
            drive it back to Bern.”
         

         
         As he peppers them with questions, the officer continues to stare. Léonard wears a stiff grin that’s supposed to look like
            a smile. He hides his hands between his thighs so as not to show how much they’re shaking.
         

         
         “Are you looking for the criminals who kidnapped that policeman?” asks Jorge. “We heard about it on the radio—what a terrible
            business!”
         

         
         The officer continues his inspection without bothering to answer; in the passenger seat, Léonard looks like he’s going to
            pass out.
         

         
         “Is there anyone else in the vehicle?”

         
         “Oh, no,” says Jorge. “It’s a romantic getaway.” He places his right hand on Léonard’s thigh and gives the officer another
            smile.
         

         
         But the officer is still determined to check, and he instructs Jorge to get out and open the side door of the camper.

         
         “Sorry about the mess,” Jorge says, simpering.

         
         The man lets out an inconspicuous sigh. “No problem,” he mumbles, poking his head into the passenger compartment. Then he
            returns the papers to Jorge.
         

         
         “Okay, safe travels, gentlemen.”
         

         
         “Thanks. And good luck to you,” says Jorge, climbing into his seat.

         
         The police let them through. Jorge releases the brake and lets the Rapido slide down the gently sloping road before shifting
            into second gear. The engine starts up, and the camper pulls away from the roadblock.
         

         
         A mile farther on, Jorge pulls the Rapido over to the side of the road and closes his eyes. “Shit, that was close,” he murmurs.

         
         Léonard gets out and leans against a tree. He starts to cry, and his brother goes over to him.

         
         “Chill, Lennie, it’s over. We got away with it!”

         
         “I thought . . . I thought they were going to shoot us!”

         
         “I was really scared, too. But it’s okay now. Come on, we’ve a long way to go. . . .”
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         By the time they reach Charleville-Mézières, it’s already dark. As before, they’ve taken the most narrow, winding, isolated
            roads. They’ve passed through tiny villages—some of them deserted, almost ghostly.
         

         
         “This is where I used to come to deliver the stuff,” reveals Jorge.

         
         He enters a memorized address into the GPS and follows the directions. They cross the prefecture of Ardennes, half amazed
            to find themselves back in civilization. Concrete walls, red lights, people in a hurry. They cross the meandering Meuse River
            several times and come to a working-class neighborhood.
         

         
         Jorge stops the camper in front of a row of garages. He retrieves two keys from the backpack and opens the last unit, which
            is much higher than the others.
         

         
         Inside, Léonard sees a tall cargo van, a Mercedes Sprinter.

         
         “Is this yours?”

         
         Jorge nods.

         
         “It’s one of the things I got in exchange for my work—notice the plates?”

         
         “They’re weird!”

         
         “They’re Belgian plates. This van is registered to Victor Janssens. Now we have a car and registration that match my passport.”

         
         Léonard scratches his head, tilting his wig dangerously.

         
         “You must have smuggled a lot of drugs.”

         
         Jorge climbs into the Sprinter and backs it out of the garage. He parks it next to the Rapido and opens the side door.

         
         “It’s racked up a lot of miles, but it’s a good ride,” he says. “Let’s get to work—take everything we can use from the camper and put it in the van.” 

         
         Fifteen minutes later, Jorge parks the Rapido in the garage and closes the door. Then he gets behind the wheel of the Sprinter.

         
         “Now let’s find a quiet spot where we can rest for a while,” he says.

         
         They leave Charleville-Mézières for Maubeuge. A few dozen miles later, they stop in a forest and climb into the back of the
            large van. They take off their wigs and contact lenses, and collapse on the mattress stolen from the Rapido.
         

         
         “Where do we go next?” asks Léonard.

         
         “Our best bet is to sleep on it. We’ll decide in the morning, okay?”

         
         Exhausted, Jorge closes his eyes.

         
         “Jorge?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie?”

         
         “You’ve managed to get us this far because you’re so damn clever.”

         
         “It was mostly luck!”

         
         “No, Jorge. It’s just that you’re very smart. Unlike me—”

         
         “Without you, I wouldn’t be here,” his brother reminds him. “You’re the one who had the courage to hold up a whole police
            station, remember?”
         

         
         “I’m the brawn, you’re the brain. We’re a good team, huh?”

         
         “The best there is. Good night, Lennie.”

         
         “Good night, Jorge.”

         
         *  *  *

         When Jorge wakes up in the morning, he’s alone in the van. He sees that the rear door is open and climbs out. He discovers
            that the forest they’re in the middle of is dense and mysterious, shrouded in a soft, thick fog.
         

         
         Silence and solitude.

         
         The start of a day that may well be their last.

         
         He spots Lennie, sitting a little way off on a huge stump in the center of a small clearing. A single ray of sunlight breaking
            through the mist delicately sculpts his profile. He’s wearing nothing but his jeans, and his bare skin looks like the smooth
            bark of a sapling. Jorge watches with fascination, with the feeling that his brother is one with the landscape. That he belongs
            here, in this forest, in this wilderness.
         

         
         As if human civilization didn’t deserve him.

         
         He joins him with hushed steps, feeling guilty about disturbing this strange symbiosis. Barefoot in the damp moss, his Swiss
            Army knife in hand, Léonard is carving a piece of wood.
         

         
         “Hi, Lennie. Sleep well?”

         
         “Pfft! I had so many nightmares. . . .”

         
         A restless sleep. The sleep of prey, of game.

         
         “What are you making?”

         
         “A totem.”

         
         “It’s pretty.”

         
         “It’s a lucky charm. At least, I think so. It’s to bring us luck—to keep us lucky.”

         
         They both return to the Mercedes and Jorge consults his road map, still unsure where to go next. “We have to go where they
            won’t look for us,” he says.
         

         
         He lights a cigarette. Léonard empties half a bottle of orange juice and devours a packet of cookies.

         
         “And where are they going to be looking for us?”

         
         “For the moment, toward the border with Italy, I think. If Victoria or Sacha’s phones have been bugged—which I’m pretty sure
            they have—that’s where they’ll look for us. And once they find their lieutenant, they’ll extend the search to Switzerland.
            Because, like I said, I hope Meyers heard us when I was talking about our Swiss passports.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but Meyers is stuck in that house,” Léonard reminds him. “Starving to death.”

         
         “You don’t starve to death in twenty-four hours.” Jorge smiles. “And he’ll be free soon.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “You’ll see. Ready to get started? We need to turn back into Liam and Victor. Then we’ll hit the road again.”

         
         *  *  *

         Through the slightly tinted windows of the van, Léonard gazes at the trees. Once again, Jorge has taken back roads, this time
            winding through the thick Ardennes Forest, sometimes meeting the Meuse and its capricious contours. They pass small villages,
            like islands lost in an ocean of vegetation. They see castles and churches, testimonies to human wealth, arrogance, or fear.
         

         
         Around noon, they pass between Maubeuge and Cambrai and continue northward.

         
         Concentrating on the road, Jorge speaks little. Léonard feels his silent anguish. A wave emanating from his brother and creeping
            its way into him.
         

         
         Now there are fewer trees and more houses. Less green, more gray.

         
         “You hungry?” Jorge suddenly asks.

         
         “Yes.” Léonard sighs. “I’m craving fries.”

         
         “Make us some sandwiches in the meantime.”

         
         “We’re out of bread.”

         
         “Ah—I’ll stop at the next village.”

         
         Before long they arrive in a small town of red-brick houses; Jorge parks the Mercedes in a little square right in front of
            a small supermarket.
         

         
         “I’m going to get us some supplies.”

         
         In the rearview mirror, he checks his wig and beard. Then he leaves his brother and enters the market. He emerges ten minutes later with three loaves of French bread, some cheese, and some ham. On the sidewalk opposite, he spots a snack bar and decides to check it out. 

         
         When he comes back, he has a carton of cigarettes, two cans of soda, and an order of French fries.

         
         “Cool! You’re the greatest.”

         
         “Enjoy your meal, Lennie!”

         
         *  *  *

         It’s four thirty when the Sprinter approaches a large city. Jorge stops the vehicle on the outskirts, in a commercial zone.
            He smokes a cigarette, letting his muscles relax.
         

         
         “Where are we?” asks Léonard.

         
         “In Calais.”

         
         “Where’s that?”

         
         “At the very top of France.”

         
         “And what’s after that?”

         
         “The sea.”

         
         “The sea?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie. Over there to the right is Belgium and then the Netherlands. Straight ahead, that’s the English Channel or the
            North Sea—I don’t know exactly where one ends and the other begins. And after the sea is the United Kingdom. I thought we
            could go to Scotland—what do you think?”
         

         
         Léonard remains frozen in his seat, struck dumb by emotion. A tear rolls down his cheek, along his fake scar. He wipes it
            away mechanically, staring in the direction Jorge has pointed.
         

         
         Straight ahead.

         
         Glen Affric.
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         Jorge comes out of the travel agency and climbs back into the van.

         
         “We leave early tomorrow morning,” he announces. “I take the 4:35 a.m. ferry. And you take the one at 5:45.”

         
         “We won’t be on the same boat?”

         
         “No. We have to split up, Lennie.”

         
         “Split up?” repeats Léonard in terror.

         
         “Yes, it’s safer. I’ll take the van and you’ll go as a foot passenger. They’re looking for two men together, you know. This
            will be more discreet—I’ll explain everything, don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”
         

         
         Although visibly unconvinced, Léonard nods.

         
         “We’ll meet up on the other side,” promises Jorge.

         
         “Where’s the other side?”

         
         “In Dover. Once we get there, we’ll make our way to Scotland.”

         
         Léonard can hardly believe it. So many years of dreaming the same dream, and now it’s about to come true. “But the . . . they
            know you lived in Scotland, don’t they?” he worries. “The cops—they know you’ve been there.”
         

         
         “So what? They also know that I’ve been to Brussels, Liège, Amsterdam, Stuttgart, Zurich, Zagreb, Milan, Rome—I’ve worked
            or spent time in cities all over Europe. Why would they come looking for me in Scotland?”
         

         
         Jorge thinks for a moment.

         
         “Only the card I sent Mom could put them on the right track,” he finally says.

         
         Léonard digs into his bag and pulls out the postcard. “I’d be surprised!”

         
         Jorge smiles and takes the relic.

         
         “You never part with it, do you, Lennie?”

         
         “Never. Because that’s all I had of you. Every evening, I’d look at it and hope that one day we’d meet.”

         
         “You thought about me every night, then?”

         
         “Yes, every night before I went to sleep.”

         
         “And how did you imagine me?”

         
         “Strong and brave. A hero, like in the movies.”

         
         “You must have been sorely disappointed—”

         
         “No, Jorge. You’re even better in person! When things weren’t going so well, I told myself that . . . I told myself that one
            day, you’d come save me.”
         

         
         Jorge stares at him for a moment, his throat tight.

         
         “You’re the one who saved me, Lennie.”

         
         *  *  *

         In the late afternoon, the Mercedes pulls into a large parking lot near a beach.

         
         “Is this the first time you’ve seen the sea?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Yes. The first time.”

         
         “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge.”

         
         They get out of the Sprinter and head for the vast expanse of sand, where a few people are strolling, despite a light rain.

         
         “Can I take off my shoes?”

         
         “Of course, Lennie.”

         
         Léonard kicks off his sneakers and heads for the sea. He rolls his pants up to his knees and wades into the cold water. He
            plunges his hands in, wetting his face, disintegrating his fake scar.
         

         
         “Look, Jorge!” he shouts. “Look at me!”

         
         Arms out to the sides, he faces into the wind, like a bird finally freed from its cage. His laughter soars all the way to the white cliffs of Dover. 

         
          

         They sit in the Sprinter, still parked facing the sea. Léonard can’t take his eyes off the water. Jorge turns on the encrypted
            phone and does a quick web search. Then he dials a number and puts it on speaker.
         

         
         “Hello, Granviller police station.”

         
         “I’d like to speak to Captain Solers.”

         
         “Who am I speaking to?”

         
         “Jorge Mathieu.”

         
         “. . . ”

         
         “I have some information on Lieutenant Meyers to give you, but if you’re not interested, I’m hanging up!”

         
         “Stay on the line, and I’ll put you through to the captain.”

         
         Jorge waits a good while before Solers’s voice finally comes over the speaker.

         
         “Captain Solers. Who’s calling?”

         
         “Jorge Mathieu.”

         
         “If this is a joke, it’s in bad taste and will cost you dearly.”

         
         “Don’t you recognize my voice, Solers?”

         
         “. . . ”

         
         “Don’t bother trying to trace the call, you won’t be able to,” Jorge advises. “I’ll tell you where I left my hostage, and
            you can go and get him. Are you listening?”
         

         
         “Yes, Mathieu, I’m listening. Is Meyers still alive?”

         
         “He was when I left him.”

         
         Jorge gives the captain directions to the house. “He’s in the living room,” he concludes.

         
         “I hope for your sake he’s alive.”

         
         “I’m not a murderer,” Jorge reminds him. “Have you forgotten already?”

         
         “Men who go on the run are rarely innocent! Better turn yourself in so we can discuss it.”

         
         “I’d rather die than discuss anything with a scumbag like you,” says Jorge before hanging up.

         
         He searches the internet again, then dials another number. It takes a bit before Léonard realizes his brother has contacted
            a newspaper, a major national daily. He explains to the person who answers where to find Meyers and tells him that he has
            also informed the police, so they can go pick him up. Then he proclaims his innocence once again, for Sarah, for Lola. He
            concludes by saying he had no choice but to flee, to leave France so as not to be falsely accused and serve another unmerited
            sentence.
         

         
         He turns off the phone and looks at Léonard. “Do you feel better about Meyers?”

         
         “Yes—but why did you tell the paper we’d left France?”

         
         “It’s called covering your tracks! Meyers thinks we’ll hide out in Switzerland. Anyone who listens to Victoria and Sacha will
            think we’re on our way to Italy. The journalist thinks we’ve already left France, or that we’re saying that just to fool the
            police. Long story short, no one really knows where we are. They don’t have the slightest clue!”
         

         
         The light changes gradually. Sending its rays through the clouds, the sun sets on the Opal Coast. The sky and water burst
            into flames, and a gigantic blaze ignites Léonard’s eyes.
         

         
         *  *  *

         At 7:30 a.m., Léonard sets foot in the United Kingdom.

         
         Two hours earlier, awestruck and feverish, he’d boarded the huge white and blue boat. Following his brother’s advice to the letter, he passed through every checkpoint without a hitch, without making a mistake, but with fear gripping his heart. When the ferry set sail, he was finally able to breathe. Despite a cold wind, he spent the whole crossing on deck, admiring the sea. He watched his homeland drift away and then disappear. 

         
         At that moment, he knew he’d never go back.

         
          

         Léonard heads for the spot where his brother told him they would meet and finds him sitting not far from the van. When Jorge
            sees Léonard’s tall figure come into view, a smile of relief transforms him. They throw themselves into each other’s arms,
            hugging fiercely.
         

         
         “We did it, Lennie—we did it.”

         
         They enjoy a coffee and then settle into the van. Jorge takes two new passports out of his backpack.

         
         “Are we going to change our names again?” worries Léonard.

         
         “No, but we’re going to change our faces.” His brother smiles. “These two passports are the same as the other ones, except
            they have our real photos on them. Now we can take off our wigs and contacts. We don’t need disguises anymore!”
         

         
         “Cool!” replies Léonard.

         
         Looking more like themselves, they hit the road once again. But today, Jorge isn’t afraid of taking the main roads.

         
         “It’s funny driving on the wrong side!” says Léonard.

         
         “You get used to it,” his brother assures him.

         
         They take the A20 toward Folkestone, then the M20 toward London.

         
         “When will we be there?” Léonard asks impatiently.

         
         “Tonight, brother, you’ll be sleeping in Scotland. . . .”
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         It’s almost noon when Lieutenant Maxime Meyers returns to the village of Granviller. Early the previous evening, his fellow
            officers came to free him as he was preparing to die.
         

         
         When he gets out of the car, his wife and children are waiting for him, along with all the members of his brigade. Hugs and
            tears, handshakes and strained smiles. Even Captain Solers has a kind word for him.
         

         
         “Go home and get some rest!”

         
         “No, Yves. I want to get back on the investigation.”

         
         “You’ve already told the chief of staff everything you know,” Solers points out.

         
         “No matter. I know the Mathieu brothers better than anyone by now.”

         
         He agrees to spend some time with his family, but by three o’clock he’s back at the station, ready to join the pack and continue
            the hunt. He learns that thanks to his information, the search now focuses on the border regions between France, Switzerland,
            and Italy.
         

         
         “We’ll get those bastards in the end!” says Solers. “And in my opinion, there will be no trial.”

         
         “I just hope we stop them,” says Meyers.

         
         “After what they did to you?”

         
         “I’m not so sure Mathieu’s guilty anymore,” admits the lieutenant.

         
         Solers stares at him, dumbfounded.

         
         “Are you kidding me? What about his DNA?”

         
         Meyers shrugs and pours himself a coffee.

         
         “It wouldn’t be the first time the DNA of an innocent person got brought to a crime scene. And even if he is guilty, I don’t
            want him and his brother to go down hard. Can you accept that?”
         

         
         “No,” snaps Solers.

         
         “It sounds like you have a personal grudge against the guy.”

         
         The captain’s face tenses.

         
         “I recovered the tortured bodies of two women and a young man. So, yes, I do have a personal grudge against him—”

         
         “I understand. But they could have shot me or left me to die, and they didn’t,” Meyers recalls. “They didn’t want me dead,
            so I can’t wish them dead.”
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         Maréchal moves into the dining room and sits in front of the TV. Just as she does every evening at 7:45, Angélique places
            a glass of Suze with an ice cube in front of him, along with a small ramekin filled with pretzels. To the left of the plate,
            a loaf of farmhouse bread, which he cuts himself. To the right, a bottle of red wine. She turns on the TV and hands the remote
            control to her uncle, who invariably selects the first channel.
         

         
         A pleasant aroma emanates from the kitchen, and Maréchal enjoys his aperitif, eyes glued to the small screen. His niece has
            behaved herself since the last punishment. No more escape attempts, no more rebellions. Not even a sidelong glance.
         

         
         At eight, the news program begins. Unsurprisingly, Meyers’s release has made the headlines.

         
         “They should have killed him, those two idiots,” mutters Maréchal. “Then there would be one less cop!”

         
         Angélique waits for him to finish his drink before she brings him his meal. She serves him a generous portion and sits back
            down in the kitchen to await orders. Tonight, she’s made a new dish: chicken curry with ginger and lemon, over rice.
         

         
         “Shit, this is spicy!” grumbles her uncle. “Did you empty the ginger jar into it or something?”

         
         Angélique bows her head in apology, and he takes a sip of wine before continuing. He clears his plate, refuses a second helping. His niece brings him the cheese platter. The rest of the bottle goes, and Maréchal demands his dessert. Today, it’s lemon cream, a delicacy he loves. He glares at Angélique, taunting her. 

         
         “Do you have something to ask me, or what?”

         
         She goes back into the kitchen to make the coffee he’s sure to ask for in a few minutes.

         
         “Damn, you have a heavy hand today!” exclaims Maréchal, pulling a face. “How many lemons did you put in there?”

         
         Angélique shrugs as he turns his attention back to the TV. She serves him a cup of coffee, which he likes strong. Then she
            clears the table and starts washing up, eavesdropping on the commercials. Electric or hybrid cars, overpriced perfumes, palm-oil-laden
            spreads. The weather forecast announces that tomorrow will be partly sunny.
         

         
         Once the dishes are done, she sits down on a chair next to the sofa, and Maréchal gives his tacit approval for her to stay
            in the same room.
         

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, she watches him in the half-light.

         
         “Bring me some water,” he orders.

         
         Angélique complies, and he empties his glass in one gulp.

         
         “I’m so fucking thirsty! It’s because of your food—it was too salty.”

         
         He wipes his forehead and rubs his hands together. He grabs a throw blanket from the back of the sofa and wraps it around
            his shoulders.
         

         
         “It’s cold tonight, damn it.”

         
         His voice sounds strange, as if his mouth and tongue have swollen. He tries to move his fingers, but they are stiffening by
            the second. His hands feel like slabs of clay.
         

         
         “What’s happening to me?” he grumbles.

         
         Angélique pours him a second coffee, which he gulps down quickly. He tries to concentrate on the TV, but the images blur together.
            Even the sound is distorted and seems distant. He wants to turn up the volume, but he can’t reach the remote control.
         

         
         His hands no longer feel like lumps of clay.

         
         Now they’re made of cement.

         
         When he tries to get up, his legs give way, and he collapses on the carpet.

         
         “Bring me the phone!” he shouts.

         
         Towering over him, Angélique stares with a demonic smile.

         
         “Holy shit!” moans Maréchal.

         
         He crawls to the phone at the other end of the room.

         
         A whale stranded on a pebble beach.

         
         Angélique beats him to it and pulls the cord out of the wall. Then she takes her uncle’s smartphone from the table and throws
            it against the opposite wall.
         

         
         “Bitch—you bitch! What did . . . what did you do to me?”

         
         Maréchal now lies almost completely paralyzed. Drops of freezing sweat drip down his face and back. Angélique sits on the
            second step of the stairway to witness the delicious spectacle of her uncle’s demise.
         

         
         Maréchal falls prey to violent convulsions and starts screaming. His muscles lock tight, causing a fresh bout of screaming.
            He vomits on the carpet, reaching for his niece as if he wanted to strangle her from a distance.
         

         
         For a half hour, she watches him suffer in agony and listens to his insults as they turn into pleas.

         
         “Help me! Help me!”

         
         And then pitiful excuses.

         
         “I’ll never hurt you again! Please forgive me. . . .”

         
         *  *  *

         The Mercedes van pulls into Moffat shortly before dusk. It’s been a long drive from Dover, and both brothers are tired. Yet Léonard has hardly slept at all, fascinated by the new world he keeps discovering, mile after mile. They pass a towering red-stone church with a clock that looks as if it were sewn from gold thread. Trees with branches laden with pink flowers prostrate themselves at its base. 

         
         Jorge stops the Sprinter a little farther on, in a large square, just in front of a tall brownstone house with the word Bookmakers emblazoned in steel letters. At the center of the square stands an extraordinary fountain, with a huge ram on top, watching
            over the rural town.
         

         
         “It feels strange to be back here,” murmurs Jorge.

         
         Léonard looks around in wonder. He feels like he’s on another planet.

         
         “When will we be there?” he asks.

         
         “Where?”

         
         “Scotland.”

         
         “We’re already here.” Jorge smiles. “Welcome to Scotland, Lennie!”

         
         They walk along the square as the streetlights come on.

         
         “I have to buy a camera,” muses Léonard.

         
         “We’ll give it some thought,” says Jorge. “In the meantime, we’re going to grab a bite to eat—I’m sure you’re starving despite
            all the shit you snarfed down on the way here! Don’t forget: My name is Victor and yours is Liam.”
         

         
         “And we’re Belgian,” recites Léonard.

         
         “Then we’ll find ourselves a small hotel for the night.”

         
         “We can sleep in the van,” Léonard points out.

         
         “No, I want a real bed and a bathtub!”

         
         “Hey, how is the food in Scotland?”

         
         “Well . . . you’re going to love the breakfasts, that’s for sure. As for the rest, I’ll leave you to find out!” Jorge laughs.

         
         *  *  *

         After two hours of agony, the giant can no longer speak, only moan. But he’s still conscious.

         
         Horribly conscious.

         
         The cold has taken possession of his body; not a single muscle obeys him. His heart rate slows dangerously before returning to the red zone. Disfigured by pain, Maréchal stares at his niece. 

         
         He hasn’t seen her smile in a long time.

         
         She disappears upstairs and returns a minute later with a book in her hands. She opens it and shows him a photo of a pretty
            flowering plant he comes across every day in his garden.
         

         
         Next to it, a skull and crossbones.

         
         He tries to insult her, but his voice turns into a foul gurgle, and he drools on his shirt. Angélique sits down on the stairs
            to enjoy the last act of the tragedy she’s scripted.
         

         
         She stole the book from her uncle’s library.

         
         Plants and Flowers from Our Gardens.

         
         It has a whole chapter devoted to the most toxic plants. Photos of their leaves, berries, seeds, and flowers. Lily of the
            valley, oleander, foxglove, hemlock, crocus. Angélique chose wolfsbane, the most dangerous plant in the world, quite simply
            because there was some wolfsbane growing out by the shed.
         

         
         Since the beginning of the week, she picked some every time she went to hang out the laundry. She crushed the leaves and incorporated
            a massive dose of the nerve agent into her uncle’s dinner.
         

         
         A meal, a dessert, a coffee.

         
         And the check.

         
          

         After more than three hours of excruciating agony, Maréchal surrenders. His heart stops and his eyes freeze for all eternity.
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         As day breaks, Léonard opens the window and admires the bucolic landscape stretching out before him. Last night, he had no
            nightmares. But this morning, his anxiety has returned. It lurks deep inside him.
         

         
         “We did it,” he tries to reassure himself. “They’ll never find us here—that’s for sure.”

         
         He sits back on his mattress and watches his brother, asleep in the next bed.

         
         “I’m Liam and you’re Victor,” he recites in a low voice. “Liam and Victor. Two friends touring around Scotland.”

         
         He grabs the postcard from his bedside table. Its landscapes don’t look like the view he sees from the hotel window. But no
            doubt Scotland hasn’t yet revealed all its secrets, all its magic.
         

         
         “Be patient, John. You’ve never been so close to Glen Affric.”

         
         Jorge opens his eyes and sees his brother rocking back and forth, a trickle of a voice escaping from his half-open lips.

         
         “Don’t forget, John . . . you’re Liam and your brother’s Victor. And he’s not your brother, just a friend. Don’t forget, John. . . .”

         
         *  *  *

         They spend four days in Edinburgh, two of them in the rain.

         
         It feels strange, as if they are ordinary tourists visiting Scotland’s capital. Its steep cobbled streets, its colorful houses
            packed tightly together. Old pubs, taverns, traditional stores.
         

         
         A wander through Greyfriars Kirkyard, the haunted cemetery, which Léonard loves.

         
         A stroll along the Royal Mile, between Edinburgh Castle and Holyrood Palace.

         
         Léonard has his first cup of tea one day, promptly at 5 p.m., accompanied by chocolate-chip scones. On Portobello Beach, he
            collects shells, now tucked safely in his backpack.
         

         
         This morning, by mutual agreement, the brothers decide to continue northward. As they leave the capital, Léonard finally gets
            to see the Forth Bridge, the steel monster he’s admired for years in the dog-eared pages of his old guidebook.
         

         
         They drive along Loch Leven, around Perth, and stop in Pitlochry, a small town at the entrance to the Cairngorms National
            Park.
         

         
         Tonight, they’re dining in an unpretentious restaurant.

         
         “So, how do you like Scotland?” asks Jorge.

         
         “It’s beautiful—just like in my book!”

         
         Léonard has seen so many incredible landscapes that he feels like his head might explode. As if his brain isn’t big enough
            to retain all the memories.
         

         
         “And you haven’t even seen the Highlands yet,” says Jorge. “It’s so magical there.”

         
         “I can’t wait!”

         
         They pay the bill and walk back to the hotel.

         
         “How much money do you have left?” Léonard asks, worried.

         
         “We’re fine for now,” Jorge reassures him. “We’ve got enough to keep us going for a while. But we’re going to have to find
            somewhere to stop. Really stop somewhere—settle down, if you prefer.”
         

         
         Léonard immediately thinks of the gray-roofed house near Loch Affric.

         
         “And once we’ve picked somewhere, we’ll rent a house or an apartment, and I’ll have to look for a job.”

         
         “I can work, too!”

         
         “You’re too young.”

         
         “But Liam’s nineteen!” Léonard points out.

         
         “True!” Jorge smiles. “We’ll see. You know, Lennie, we’ll probably have to move on a regular basis. In our situation, it’s
            not good to stay in one place for too long. But we’ll take it one step at a time.”
         

         
         “Okay, Jorge. You say where we go, and I’ll follow.”
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         Someone spotted her on the road, in the rain. Barefoot, in rags, a nasty wound on her leg, she was walking straight ahead,
            her gaze lost somewhere and a strange smile on her lips.
         

         
         When the Granviller police picked her up, they took her to the nearest hospital. Mute, she was unable to give them a name,
            an address, a clue.
         

         
         This morning, Lieutenant Meyers and Major Brunet are on their way to her bedside. They have managed to identify the beautiful
            wanderer as Roland Maréchal’s niece. No one from Haudeval, the village closest to the hamlet of Peyrassieux, had seen her
            since she was a teenager. But someone recognized her in the photo taken at the hospital. And thanks to old dental records,
            the officers were able to confirm that it was indeed Angélique Maréchal.
         

         
         In the elevator on the way to the second floor, Brunet asks, “Why don’t we just call her uncle?”

         
         “Why do you think we haven’t heard from him? Isn’t he worried about her disappearance? I’d rather question the lady first,”
            says Meyers.
         

         
         “She can’t speak, remember?”

         
         “I’ll manage.”

         
         Before entering the patient’s room, they talk to the attending doctor, a forty-something woman as cold as an operating room.
            They confirm the patient’s identity and her age. Thirty-eight.
         

         
         “We did quite a few tests on her and discovered that this young woman’s body has been badly damaged,” says the doctor.

         
         “Meaning?” asks Meyers, astonished.

         
         “Old, untreated fractures—several ribs, the right radius, three fingers on her left hand.”

         
         “So she’s been beaten up?” the lieutenant guesses.

         
         The doctor shoots a look of disdain. “No, she’s probably a wrestler or a boxer.”

         
         “I see. What else?”

         
         “According to the gynecologist, she gave birth outside the hospital and was stitched up with whatever was on hand, if you
            know what I mean. And she also shows signs of a recent rape.”
         

         
         “Unbelievable,” Brunet murmurs, rubbing his jaw.

         
         “In addition to that, she’s dehydrated and malnourished.”

         
         “And why is she mute?” asks Meyers.

         
         The doctor shrugs. “She’s not deaf, that’s for sure. I’d say it’s psychological mutism.”

         
         “In other words?”

         
         “Well, she can talk, but she doesn’t. Not anymore, anyway. A traumatic experience, probably in childhood. She doesn’t speak,
            but at night she screams in her sleep.”
         

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes. We even had to move her into her own room.”

         
         “Can we see her?” asks Meyers.

         
         “Certainly.”

         
         “And is she in any shape to leave the hospital?”

         
         “Strictly speaking, it’s nothing serious—nothing serious that we can treat here, anyway. If she stays in a hospital, it’ll
            have to be a psychiatric hospital.”
         

         
         “Okay,” replies Meyers, shaking hands with the doctor. “Thank you for explaining.”

         
         “Room 211,” she says, shutting her office door in their faces.

         
         The two officers turn into the hallway and Major Brunet makes a face.

         
         “It stinks—”

         
         “All hospitals do.”

         
         “No, it’s this case that stinks!” clarifies the major. “In any event, you were right not to take her straight back to her
            uncle. I’d never have believed this of him.”
         

         
         “Do you know him well?”

         
         “No, I’ve bumped into him a few times, that’s all. But he always seemed normal.”

         
         “Normal?” repeats Meyers in a snide tone. “Most scumbags look normal. Some even seem exceptionally kind and helpful.”
         

         
         He knocks twice on the door and enters the room. Angélique sits on the bed, facing the window, with her back to him.

         
         “Good morning, Miss Maréchal.”

         
         When she hears Meyers’s calm, warm voice, she turns around to face her visitors. No smile, no emotion.

         
         “I’m Lieutenant Meyers and this is Major Brunet. Granviller police.”

         
         While Brunet stands by the bathroom door, Meyers pulls up a chair and sits down next to the young woman.

         
         “Miss, could you look at me, please?”

         
         Angélique obeys, and her huge green eyes come to rest on the lieutenant’s face. Suddenly troubled, he feels it’s a gaze he’s
            seen before.
         

         
         “We haven’t told your uncle that we found you yet. Do you want to go back to him? Would you like to go home?”

         
         No reaction from the young woman. Meyers clears his throat.

         
         “Do you love your uncle, Roland Maréchal?”

         
         With a shake of her head, Angélique disagrees.

         
         “Is he kind to you?”

         
         Another shake of the head.

         
         “Did he hurt you?”

         
         This time, the young woman nods.

         
         “I understand. You’re over eighteen and have the right to go wherever you want. You don’t have to go back there.”

         
         She stares at him in disbelief.

         
         “It’s true, you have the right to go wherever you want. Did he stop you from leaving?”

         
         Another nod.

         
         “So you ran away?”

         
         Angélique stops answering. Meyers gets to his feet and stows the chair against the wall.

         
         “We’re going to go see your uncle,” he says.

         
         Angélique’s face crumples.

         
         “Because he has no right to mistreat you. We’ll see you soon, miss.”

         
         Just as he’s about to walk out, the young woman throws herself at him and grabs him by the sleeve of his uniform, refusing
            to let go. Meyers walks her back to the bed, taking pains to reassure her.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Angélique. Everything will be okay. We’re here to protect you; you have nothing to fear.”

         
         The big green eyes, full of dread, continue to stare at him, and Meyers’s memory suddenly clicks: She has the same eyes as
            Léonard Mathieu. Exactly the same color, the same depth, the same shape.
         

         
         “The doctor told us you’d given birth,” he continues. “Do you have a child, Angélique? Did you have a baby, a long time ago?”

         
         Slowly, she nods, looking down at her feet.

         
          

         The two officers climb into the Duster, and Meyers calls his superior, Captain Solers. He briefs the captain on their visit
            to the hospital.
         

         
         “Sort this out as soon as possible,” Solers replies. “We have other fish to fry.”

         
         When Meyers hangs up, he sees that the major is as white as a sheet.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         Brunet rolls down the window, as if gasping for air. “I hope we don’t find a kid in the freezer,” he mutters.

         
         “I don’t think we will,” says Meyers, turning the key in the ignition. “But I’m sure Mr. Maréchal will have plenty to tell
            us. . . .”
         

         
          

         They ring the bell next to the rusty old gate and wait. The gate is still locked, so Angélique must have climbed over it to
            escape.
         

         
         Getting no response, Meyers inspects the fence, looking for a way through.

         
         “We don’t have a warrant,” Brunet reminds him.

         
         Paying him no attention, the lieutenant climbs over the obstacle, as Angélique had done before him.

         
         “Fuck,” mutters the major. “I have a bad feeling about today.”

         
         He follows his superior through the ghostly yard. Meyers knocks on the door, but there’s no response. He goes around to the
            back, where he discovers a broken window. He thinks of the cut Angélique had on her shin when she was found. Indeed, there’s
            blood on a shard of glass still attached to the frame. Shading his eyes with his hand, he looks around the room, and, after
            a few seconds, spots a leg. Or, rather, part of a leg. A couch conceals the rest of the body.
         

         
         “Brunet!”

         
         The major joins Meyers, who uses his club to knock away the last of the lethally sharp glass. Then they step through the window
            into the dining room.
         

         
         A poisonous stench fills the air.

         
         Behind the couch lies Maréchal’s hideous body.

         
         “Oh, fuck. . . .” Brunet gasps, clamping a hand over his mouth.

         
         The face of the deceased bears witness to the ordeal he endured before his death. And death has already begun its terrible
            work.
         

         
         “Do you see his face? He must have had a heart attack.”

         
         “Call the coroner,” orders Meyers. “I’ll let Solers know.”

         
         “Looks like he was reaching for the phone—”

         
         “But the wire has been ripped out.”

         
         The two men turn back, so as not to contaminate a potential crime scene.

         
         “The windows have no handles,” notes the major.

         
         “To stop the girl from escaping. . . .”

         
         Meyers spots a smartphone on the floor, its screen shattered. Then he sees an open book on the dining room table.

         
         “Brunet, look at this.”

         
         The major bends over the book, taking care not to touch it, and reads the heading at the top of the page. “Wolfsbane, the
            most dangerous plant in the world—”
         

         
         “I get the feeling Miss Maréchal rid herself of her tormentor.”

         
         Brunet sighs. “I knew this was going to be a shitty day.”

         
          

         The coroner is unable to pinpoint the day of death, let alone the cause. He arranges for the body to be transported to the
            forensic institute and evidence to be taken from the kitchen and dining room.
         

         
         “Okay, now we search the rest of the house,” decides Meyers.

         
         He leaves two of his men on the ground floor and goes upstairs with the major. In the first room, Maréchal’s, they find nothing
            of interest. Pushing open the next door, the investigators discover a dreary room with faded wallpaper.
         

         
         “Did you see? The lock’s on the outside,” Brunet points out.

         
         “I saw. I guess this is where he kept her prisoner.”

         
         A bed with metal bars and two pairs of handcuffs.

         
         “And that was for when she was naughty,” murmurs the lieutenant.

         
         “Fucking psycho!”

         
         A wardrobe with a few old-fashioned clothes, a small wooden table, and a chair complete the room’s poor furnishings.

         
         Across the window, bars.

         
         “What the hell is this?” mumbles Brunet, going over to the door. He leaps back with a cry of disgust.

         
         “Shit! Is that cat skin?”

         
         “Looks like it,” replies Meyers.

         
         “This is a madhouse!”

         
         “Still, the master of the house seemed normal, didn’t he?” says Meyers sarcastically.
         

         
         At the far end of the hallway, another door. Double-locked. The lieutenant orders one of his men to get a tool from the victim’s
            garage. The brigadier returns, armed with a crowbar.
         

         
         “All right, open it.” Meyers orders.

         
         “I wonder what we’ll find on the other side,” says the major anxiously.

         
         It doesn’t take long for the brigadier to clear the way, and Meyers enters first. He gropes around for a switch, and when
            the light comes on, he steps forward slowly, looking around. The windowless room must be around two hundred square feet, and
            the first thing Meyers sees is a darkroom in the corner. To the right, on a long wooden table, colored folders sit in a neat
            line. Each has a first name on it, written in black felt-tip pen. With his gloved hand, the lieutenant opens one of them at
            random.
         

         
         “Jesus Christ,” he mutters. “I think we’ve hit the jackpot, boys. . . .”
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         Léonard and Jorge lie stretched out on the immaculate lawn of the Hercules Garden. Hands under their necks, they admire the
            capricious sky.
         

         
         “It’s nice here, isn’t it?”

         
         “Yes, it’s nice,” Léonard agrees.

         
         “This is what life should be all about,” Jorge says. “Lazing around in a wonderful garden.”

         
         Léonard ponders his brother’s wish for a moment. “Yeah, but . . . there are breakfasts, too.”

         
         Jorge starts laughing.

         
         “Will you teach me how to speak English?”

         
         “If you want.”

         
         “Just a few words,” says Léonard. “You understand them, but I don’t understand anything.”

         
         “I used to be fluent,” laments Jorge. “I’m not so great at it anymore. But I read English books in prison, so I didn’t lose
            it all.”
         

         
         “What did that man say earlier?—the guy in the funny hat.”

         
         “That you were very tall. I think you made an impression!”

         
         From Pitlochry, they had followed a long, wooded road to bring them to Blair Castle, the castle of Clan Murray, a place Léonard dreamed of seeing in real life after years of contemplating it in his guidebook. They visited all the rooms open to the public and listened to a bagpipe concert given by a woman in a kilt—a fine departure from Scottish tradition. Then they visited the immense gardens, ending with the most private, Hercules Garden. 

         
         Eyes closed, Jorge tries to drift to the lulling sound of the water. He would so like to relax. Really relax. Not wake up
            every night feeling as if he’s surrounded by a pack of hunters. Not hear his brother screaming in his sleep. Not have to fear
            the future. Not wonder if this will be his last moment of freedom.
         

         
         If he were alone, he might succeed. He could tell himself that nothing mattered, not even his own death.

         
         But there’s Léonard. So fragile, despite his immense strength. So young and already so battered by life.

         
         This brother who sacrificed his own future to try to save Jorge’s.

         
         “Where to next?”

         
         “I don’t know, Lennie. Probably Inverness.”

         
         “Is that in the Highlands?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “So let’s go there, then,” Léonard agrees.

         
         A swan flies noisily overhead.

         
         “I didn’t know swans could fly.”

         
         “Why else would they have wings?”

         
         “You can have wings and not know how to use them,” says Léonard.
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         Meyers is still reeling from the discovery they made this morning on the upstairs floor of Maréchal’s lair.

         
         At the end of the hallway, a secret garden with the air of a cemetery.

         
         In those two hundred square feet, Maréchal had records of all the murders he committed. He took photos of each victim, ante and postmortem.
         

         
         Galleries of horrific portraits.

         
         He developed the photos himself in the darkroom, then carefully laminated them before organizing them by date in colored folders
            bearing the victim’s first name.
         

         
         Thirteen young women murdered across France.

         
         Michèle, Élodie, Cynthia, Margaux, Soraya, Loane, Louise, Malee, Cécile, Jade, Emma, Coralie.

         
         Sarah—and her boyfriend, Thierry.

         
         It’s the first time in his career that police have uncovered an encyclopedia of evil such as this. It remains to be seen whether
            these photographs and names match those of murdered young women, but Meyers is convinced he has just solved thirteen criminal
            cases in one fell swoop. Fourteen murders in as many minutes.
         

         
         The forensic team continues to work on site, and in the late morning the lieutenant returns to the barracks. He enters Solers’s
            office and sits down opposite him. The two men silently assess each other at first; then Meyers speaks up.
         

         
         “He spent sixteen years in prison for nothing.”

         
         His face closed, with a defeated expression, the captain gives no reply.

         
         “Sixteen years for nothing!” snaps Meyers.

         
         “We can’t be sure yet,” says Solers stubbornly.

         
         “Stop it, Yves. Let’s stick with the evidence—the photos of Sarah I found there are not in the investigation file. We see
            her wounded, but alive. Then we see her dead. Just like all the others, in fact. How could he have gotten his hands on those
            photographs if he didn’t kill her?”
         

         
         The captain stands in front of the window, his back to his deputy. “Even if it wasn’t Mathieu who killed Sarah and her boyfriend,”
            he says, “he’s still the prime suspect in the Tournier murder.”
         

         
         “I have good reason to doubt that,” counters the lieutenant. “We haven’t developed the film in Maréchal’s Nikon yet—I didn’t
            think you could still buy film!—and I’ll bet we find Miss Tournier’s photos on that film.”
         

         
         Solers turns to face him, his eyes filled with anger.

         
         “We have Mathieu’s DNA on Lola’s body, for Christ’s sake!”

         
         “Remember what he told us during the interrogation: Whoever killed Sarah did it again, knowing that Mathieu would immediately
            be a suspect. Maréchal could well have gotten ahold of Jorge’s DNA and planted it at the scene.”
         

         
         “You’re delusional!”

         
         “Why? It wouldn’t be hard to steal a few butts from the ashtray on the porch, would it?”

         
         “And the hair? Did he pluck it straight from Saint Mathieu’s head?” sneers the captain.

         
         “I don’t know, but I think—”

         
         “If it was Maréchal who killed Lola, it won’t be long until we find out,” cuts in Solers.

         
         He fills a mug with cold coffee and sits down behind his desk.

         
         “They probably did it together,” he continues.

         
         Meyers shakes his head in disagreement. “I think Jorge Mathieu is innocent of both murders.”

         
         “And I think he killed Lola.”

         
         “I’m going to question Maréchal’s niece, to try to find out a little more.”

         
         “You’re going to question a dumb woman? Get a grip!”

         
         “She’s not dumb. She’s mute.”

         
         “What’s the difference?”

         
         “The difference is that she can talk if she wants to. In any case, this story’s going to make a lot of noise!”

         
         “For the time being, we exercise discretion,” orders Solers. “I don’t want this to leak out.”

         
         “Obviously, a blunder like this can’t leak out,” shoots back Meyers. “But we won’t be able to keep it a secret for long.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         The next day, Lieutenant Meyers arrives at the station early. He gets a coffee from the machine and, after greeting the morning
            team, shuts himself in his office.
         

         
         He has been up late the night before, making calls all over the country to get ahold of the files on Maréchal’s presumed victims.
            He’s due to receive the most important information later today.
         

         
         A day that promises to be long and busy.

         
         The first pieces of evidence, already in his inbox, confirm his conviction that Roland Maréchal was indeed a horrific serial
            killer. His victims ranged from fifteen to twenty-six years old. Some were brunettes, others blonds. All of them were beaten,
            raped, and then strangled with a leather strap, rope, or shoelace.
         

         
         One of the worst deaths imaginable.

         
         The minutes and hours tick by. The faces of the women parade before his eyes as Meyers studies the photos circulated when they disappeared. Smiles and hopeful glances. The lieutenant can’t help but look beyond these frozen portraits. Did they hope to become doctors, lawyers, librarians, teachers? Did they want children later in life? Had they known real love? He wonders what their secret dreams and innermost sorrows were. He wonders what last daily ritual they performed before they fell into the clutches of a murderer. What mundane formality done without thinking. Makeup? Doing their hair? A touch of perfume? Kissing a loved one? 

         
         Faced with these shattered lives, faced with the collective suffering, Meyers’s sturdy heart begins to break. And when he
            meets the eyes of little Loane, the youngest of the victims, he has to stop.
         

         
         As he returns to his office, he gets a call from the coroner, who has just received the test results from Maréchal’s emergency
            autopsy. The cause of death, indeed, was poisoning. The victim had ingested a lethal dose of diterpenic alkaloids, including
            aconitine, the most potent and toxic of them all. The coroner points out that the man lying on his stainless-steel table must
            have suffered immensely and for a long time. This doesn’t move Meyers much.
         

         
         When he hangs up, the lieutenant can’t help but think this man got what he deserved. But in the next moment, he feels stupid.
            All those bereaved families will never get the chance to see the murderer go on trial. Parents whose lives have been destroyed
            will never get the chance to look the monster in the eye.
         

         
         And after all his years in this line of work, Meyers knows that prison is the worst punishment.

         
         He thinks of Jorge Mathieu and his sixteen years behind bars. Another life shattered by Maréchal. Not to mention Mona and
            Joseph.
         

         
         He picks up the phone and calls Major Brunet.

         
         “Go get Angélique from the hospital, but buy her some decent clothes beforehand.”

         
         Meyers rolls his eyes at his subordinate’s stupid questions.

         
         “Something comfortable so she’ll be at ease. I don’t know . . . say, a size small. Yes, get a receipt.”

         
         He then calls the prosecutor before he heads to the captain’s office. He gives Solers an update on the investigation and,
            as he speaks, he observes his superior. It seems like the man has aged ten years in twenty-four hours.
         

         
         “I’m going now to hear the testimony of Angélique Maréchal,” he finishes.

         
         Solers nods.

         
         “But I’m going to go easy on her. Because she’s been through hell all these years.”

         
         *  *  *

         Meyers sits Angélique down and brings her a coffee, which she leaves to go cold on the desk. He places a few pieces of paper
            and a pen in front of her. She’s nervous, her gaze shifty and worried. Her clothes don’t go together at all. Major Brunet
            has picked out for her a pair of loose blue-striped pants, a black T-shirt with white polka dots—far too large for her—and
            a pair of Crocs. The height of bad taste.
         

         
         She looks like a sad clown.

         
         Meyers has reviewed the court decision that entrusted Angélique to the care of her father’s brother, as well as the decision
            that placed her under his guardianship. So he knows a lot about her past.
         

         
         “Miss Maréchal, is it true that you’ve lost the power of speech?”

         
         She nods, looking over the lieutenant’s shoulder.

         
         “How long has it been since you last spoke?”

         
         She makes a hand gesture that might mean she doesn’t remember.

         
         “Since your parents died?”

         
         She agrees.

         
         “Do you know where your uncle, Roland Maréchal, is?”

         
         Meyers notes that this question intensifies the anguish in the woman’s eyes. She shakes her head from right to left.

         
         “You don’t know where he is, is that it?”

         
         She nods.

         
         “Did you run away from home?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “When was this? You can use the pen.”

         
         But Angélique prefers to use her fingers to convey the number five. Then, finally, she adds one.

         
         “You ran away from home six days ago?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “And was your uncle at home at the time?”

         
         No.

         
         When she lies, she lowers her eyes, which doesn’t escape the lieutenant’s notice.

         
         “Did you leave in the morning or afternoon?”

         
         She grabs the pen and writes morning. At least she can write, even if her letters are misshapen.
         

         
         “Miss Maréchal, your uncle is dead. And I’m sure you know that,” asserts Meyers.

         
         A wave of panic rises in the young woman’s eyes. She shakes her head frantically, denying the obvious.

         
         “He was poisoned with wolfsbane, a plant that grows in your garden. I saw it by the clotheslines, and I noticed that several
            stems had recently been cut.”
         

         
         Angélique has stopped shaking her head. Now petrified in her chair, she stares at her plastic shoes.

         
         “Miss Maréchal, it’s exactly 3:12 p.m., and I’m taking you into custody as part of the investigation into the murder of your
            uncle, Roland Maréchal. You have the right to remain silent, the right to see a doctor, the right to call a relative . . .”
         

         
         As he spells out her rights, he pushes a document summarizing them in her direction. Since she’s just been discharged from
            the hospital and is wearing new clothes, he spares her the customary search.
         

         
         “I need you to tell me or write down everything he did to you. Because I’m sure he mistreated you—tortured you.”

         
         No reaction from the other side.

         
         “And I need you to tell me the truth about what happened six days ago. Did you poison your uncle?”

         
         Faced with his suspect’s silence, Meyers takes the photos he’s printed and lays them out on the desk, right in front of her.

         
         “Have you ever seen these young women? Do you know them?”

         
         Angélique observes the faces and finally looks up at the lieutenant.

         
         No.

         
         “From what we’ve discovered, your uncle murdered them all.”

         
         Angélique’s forehead wrinkles, as if she’s in pain somewhere. Meyers then pulls another photo from his drawer. A picture of
            Jorge.
         

         
         “Do you know this man? Have you seen him before?”

         
         No.

         
         He presents her with one last image.

         
         “What about this boy?” he asks.

         
         She reaches a trembling hand toward the photo and touches Léonard’s face with her fingertips.

         
         “Look at his eyes, Angélique. Take a good look at them. . . .”

         
         She takes the picture and contemplates it for several long seconds. Meyers sees her crying and smiling at the same time.

         
         “Let’s take a break.”

         
          

         An hour later, the lieutenant returns to the office where Angélique is waiting, guarded by a young officer. He’d left her
            some paper and different colored pens, hoping she would write or draw a confession, a clue, a revelation.
         

         
         But the pages remain blank.

         
         He sits down at his computer and smiles at her. Then he switches on the video camera, even though she’s not a minor. Meyers feels that filming her interrogation is the best way to transcribe it afterward. 

         
         “You know, Angélique, I mean you no harm,” he says. “Just the opposite, in fact. I want to know what your uncle did to you.
            I want to know what happened to you so that I can better understand any actions you may have taken. So I’m going to record
            our conversation, okay?”
         

         
         Her eyes have been riveted on the picture of Léonard ever since he entered.

         
         “Is this your son? Your baby?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Did you know he was still alive?”

         
         No.

         
         “Is Maréchal his father?”

         
         Yes.

         
         She then grabs a piece of paper and a felt-tip pen to write in large, misshapen letters: bad father.
         

         
         “I can imagine.”

         
         Meyers knows that Léonard was found when he was about five years old. He can easily imagine his early childhood in Maréchal’s
            company.
         

         
         “Did he run away from home?”

         
         She points a finger at the office door, then back at herself. It takes Meyers a few seconds to understand.

         
         “Did you open the door for him to escape?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Because he was being mistreated by his father?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Did he hit him?”

         
         Yes, yes, yes!

         
         She hits herself on the head with the inside of her wrist.

         
         “Angélique, did your uncle force you to sleep with him?”

         
         She squirms in her chair.

         
         “Please answer me, ma’am. Did your uncle force you to sleep with him?”

         
         Yes, yes, yes!

         
         “Did he beat you, too?”

         
         She now starts hitting herself in the belly. So hard that Meyers considers intervening. But now is not the time to stop her.

         
         “Have you had any other children?”

         
         No.

         
         “He killed them before they were born, didn’t he?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Did you poison your uncle?”

         
         She freezes in her seat.

         
         “I can understand why you did it,” adds Meyers. “It was to save your own life, wasn’t it?”

         
         He gets up from his seat and plants himself in front of her.

         
         “Angélique, did you kill your uncle to save your own life?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Did you see him die?”

         
         A terrifying smile spreads across Angélique’s face. Then she makes a horrible grimace and Meyers understands that she’s mimicking
            Maréchal’s death throes.
         

         
         “What did you put the wolfsbane in?”

         
         She points to the cup of cold coffee on the desk.

         
         “You put the poison in his coffee?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Only in his coffee?”

         
         No.

         
         “In his food, maybe?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Did you know it would kill him?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Was it thanks to this book that you knew?” asks Meyers, showing her the sealed bag containing Plants and Flowers from Our Gardens.
         

         
         Yes.

         
         He wants to ask her if she regrets what she did, but prefers not to press her any further, as he already knows the answer.

         
         “Did you know your uncle was a murderer?”

         
         Yes.

         
         Meyers’s heart aches.

         
         “Did you know he killed all those girls?”

         
         No.

         
         “So who do you think he killed?”

         
         Meyers waits, expecting the worst. More victims to be discovered.

         
         Angélique takes a piece of paper and a felt-tip pen and starts drawing. With true talent, she quickly sketches two shapes.

         
         “He killed a cat and a dog?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Did he do it in front of you?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “Were they animals you loved? Was it to punish you—to hurt you?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “We found a cat’s skin in your bedroom, but where’s the dog?”

         
         Angélique points to the floor with her finger.

         
         “He buried it?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “In the garden?”

         
         Yes.

         
         “And you didn’t know about the young women?”

         
         No.

         
         Angélique grabs Léonard’s photo and holds it up to Meyers. He understands that she’s asking him where he is.

         
         “Unfortunately, we don’t know where he is,” replies the lieutenant. “I’m sorry, I . . .”

         
         He stops questioning her and contemplates her in silence.

         
         Poisoning means premeditation.

         
         Premeditation means murder.

         
         Murder means at least twenty years in prison.

         
         The lieutenant can only hope the jury will show mercy.

         
         *  *  *

         At the end of the afternoon, Angélique is brought to appear before the examining magistrate. Meyers watches her get into the
            car and then enters Solers’s office.
         

         
         “I’ve seen the recording,” says the captain. “You did well, but good luck to the judge!”

         
         The lieutenant sighs. “I wish she was innocent.”

         
         “She won’t go to prison. She’ll get put in an institution.”

         
         “That may even be worse.”

         
         “And what can we do about it? She won’t be the first person to go down for taking out a scumbag, will she?”

         
         “I know, but . . . I doubt she’ll be committed. She’s mute, but I don’t think she’s mentally ill.”

         
         “Are you a shrink now?”

         
         “No, just a cop.”

         
         Meyers hesitates before jumping back into the fray.

         
         “We should go public with the Maréchal murders. At least with Sarah’s. It might encourage the Mathieu brothers to surrender.”

         
         The captain stiffens.

         
         “The prosecutor agrees with me that it’s still too early. There’s no point insisting.”
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         They took their time crossing the Cairngorms with the feeling that here, in this place outside time and civilization, nothing
            could happen to them. For the first time in a long time, Jorge felt free.
         

         
         Truly free.

         
         No need to look in his rearview mirror or look over his shoulder in the back alleys of a small village.

         
         He could forget fear, even if only for a few hours. The bars and the injustice faded away until they disappeared. Enemy faces
            became blurred, then vanished from his mind.
         

         
         The brothers slept in the back of the van, among the rocks and heather, protected by the mountains and lulled by the wind.

         
         Léonard never ceased to marvel at these wild and spectacular landscapes. He saw his first stags, majestic creatures that weren’t
            afraid to come right up to the roadside. At night, his nightmares faded. By day, his anxieties subsided.
         

         
         The evening before, they reached Inverness, the self-proclaimed capital of the Highlands, and rented a hotel room with twin
            beds. They had their clothes washed and slept on a real mattress.
         

         
         This afternoon, Jorge introduces his brother to the city he knows like the back of his hand, where he feels at home. They
            stroll along the banks of the River Ness before having a beer in an old, almost deserted pub.
         

         
         “Is this where you worked?” asks Léonard.

         
         “No. I worked in a bar on the other side of town. I don’t know if it’s still there!”

         
         “Do you want to go back?”

         
         “I’d rather not. If it’s still the same owner, he might recognize me.”

         
         “I see. This beer tastes like honey!”

         
         Jorge smiles. “I was sure you’d like it.”

         
         Léonard observes a cat sleeping on a worn armchair. The animal sports a large scar above his right eye, giving him a wild,
            combative look.
         

         
         “Do you think they’re still looking for us?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie. And they’ll never stop looking for us.”

         
         Hunting us like gallows birds.

         
         “And you think they’ll find us?”

         
         “I’m doing all I can to make sure that doesn’t happen,” says Jorge. “I told you: We’re going to have to move around a lot,
            especially in the early stages of being on the run. When things calm down a bit, we’ll try to settle somewhere. In a place
            where we feel safe.”
         

         
         “How will we know we’re safe?”

         
         “Instinct, brother. You have to trust your instincts.”

         
         “We were safe in the Cairngorms.”

         
         “For sure. But it’s hard to live there, Lennie.”

         
         “They won’t come looking for us here in Scotland,” decides Léonard. “There’s no way they know we’re here.”

         
         Jorge nods. “That’s what I think, too. But we have to be very careful, okay?”

         
         “Okay, Victor!”
         

         
         The white-and-orange cat opens one eye and stretches his front paws. Then he looks at Léonard. Seconds later, he walks over
            and climbs onto his lap.
         

         
         “It’s amazing how animals always come to you!”

         
         “They have instincts, too,” explains Léonard. “They know they have nothing to fear from me.”

         
         “For sure—you wouldn’t happen to be hungry, would you?”

         
         “Yeah,” admits Léonard with a guilty smile.

         
         “I know a place where we can have afternoon tea with tasty things to eat. Tons of sweet and savory sandwiches. Sound good?”

         
         “Yeah!”

         
         Jorge goes to pay their tab while Léonard pets the cat purring on his lap. “I have a cat at home, too,” he murmurs. “His name’s
            Arsène and he’s all gray. But I don’t have a home anymore, you know. And I had to abandon Arsène because of the police—”
         

         
         “You coming?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Can I bring him with me?”

         
         His brother looks puzzled for a second. “I think he belongs to the landlord.”

         
         “Maybe he’s a stray cat?”

         
         “Lennie, it’s not a good idea, I’m telling you! We’re still on the road, and—”

         
         “But I’ll take good care of him, you’ll see!”

         
         Léonard’s eyes have that pleading look, and Jorge can’t stand to let him down. He goes to talk to the pub’s owner before returning
            to his brother.
         

         
         “He isn’t their cat. He just hangs out here. He’s a stray.”

         
         “Can I take him, then?”

         
         “Let’s see if he follows you. It’s up to him, don’t you think?”

         
         “You’re right, Jorge.”

         
         Léonard places him gently on the floor and stands up. He puts on his jacket and heads for the door. Immediately, the cat trots
            behind him, sticking to him like glue.
         

         
         “I think he wants to come. I think he’s adopted you.”

         
         “I’ll call him Ness,” says Léonard. “Come on, Ness! I’ll show you our van. You’re in luck—it’s a Mercedes.”
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         They add Roland Maréchal’s DNA to the database. As Meyers expected, it matches the DNA found on seven of the victims who were
            photographed. In the case of the seven other murders, including those of Sarah and Thierry, no usable DNA was found at the
            crime scene, or the murders were committed before the technique was available.
         

         
         To the lieutenant’s great disappointment, however, Maréchal’s DNA does not match the skin samples taken from under Lola’s
            fingernails.
         

         
         The lab develops the film from Maréchal’s Nikon, and Meyers gulps down a coffee before looking at the prints, which have also
            been scanned and sent to the server.
         

         
         He has been warned: It’s not a pretty sight.

         
         In twenty shots, Meyers sees a tormented young woman, face bloodied, kneeling in front of the photographer. Hands clasped,
            begging for mercy. In the last five photos, the woman is dead.
         

         
         But this unknown woman is not Lola Tournier.

         
         After reviewing recent disappearances and murders throughout France, the lieutenant identifies the unfortunate woman: Constance
            Lefèbvre, killed three hundred miles from Granviller.
         

         
         On the same day as Lola Tournier.

         
          

         Meyers enters the office of Captain Solers. The other man seems to have aged even more. He gives a progress report on his investigation and concludes, “Maréchal couldn’t have killed Lola Tournier. He was three hundred miles away when she died. And his DNA doesn’t match what we found under Lola’s fingernails.” 

         
         “That’s exactly what I’ve been saying,” replies Solers. “Mathieu killed her.”

         
         “We can’t rule it out,” concedes the lieutenant.

         
         “We’re sure of it,” says the captain. “We have irrefutable proof.”
         

         
         “I know, but my instincts tell me that—”

         
         “Fuck your instincts! It was him, period.”

         
         “And to whom does the other DNA belong?”

         
         “How should I know? Only Mathieu can tell us that. But the little shit just melted away.”

         
         They’re no longer in charge of the Mathieu case. It’s now being handled by headquarters, in collaboration with the criminal
            investigation department.
         

         
         Solers sighs. “Those two scumbags must have crossed a border and vanished into thin air.”

         
         “By the way,” Meyers says, “I forgot to tell you that I requested a search to verify that Léonard Mathieu is actually the
            son of Maréchal and his niece. I’m pretty sure he is.”
         

         
         “Really? That explains why he’s a moron!” says the captain with an evil sneer.

         
         Meyers takes a mint from his boss’s desk.

         
         “Tell me, Yves, how does it feel to know that Jorge Mathieu didn’t kill Sarah? How does it make you feel to know that he spent
            sixteen years in prison as an innocent man?”
         

         
         “It’s not my fault!” snaps Solers defensively. “I wasn’t in charge of the investigation, remember.”

         
         “Yeah, but you’re the one who forced him to confess.”

         
         “Forced? I interrogated him, that’s all.”
         

         
         “By making him kneel for hours?”

         
         Solers freezes for a second before firing back, “Did he tell you that on your little trip?”

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “And you believed him?”

         
         “Now that I know he’s innocent, I’m inclined to believe him, yes.”

         
         Anger contorts Solers’s face.

         
         “His little brother told me you did the same to him,” adds Meyers. “He even showed me the bruises from where you hit him.”

         
         The two men stare at each other, then Solers stands up. “If you don’t like my methods, get the hell out.”

         
         “If your methods involve torturing defendants to make them confess to anything and everything, then no, I don’t support them. And I will never
            condone them.”
         

         
         Meyers rises from his seat.

         
         “But before I get the hell out—and with your permission—I’m going to wrap up the current investigations,” he concludes as he walks out the door.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Lieutenant Meyers leaves the station around six in the evening. Mathilde, his wife, has asked him to pick up their son from
            his piano lesson. He arrives early at the home of Mrs. Dufour, his son’s teacher, and waits patiently in a corner of the music
            room.
         

         
         He listens to Arthur play a reinterpretation of a piece by Theodor Kirchner. Then Mrs. Dufour gives him his exercises for
            the following week and lets him go. She shakes hands with Meyers.
         

         
         “Your son has made good progress!” she says in her shrill voice.

         
         “I’m glad to hear it,” the officer says with a smile. “It’s probably because he has an exceptional teacher!”

         
         Mrs. Dufour blushes and giggles. She walks them to the door, and, before they leave, Meyers compliments her again.

         
         “Your porch is lovely, tell me—”

         
         “Yes, it’s brand new. Tropical hardwood.”

         
         “Beautiful! I didn’t know you were into do-it-your—”

         
         “Oh, I didn’t do it,” says Mrs. Dufour. “I could never! It was Sacha, the furniture maker. It took him all afternoon and it cost me a decent amount, but it was worth it. It’s really well-made.” 

         
         It’s the end of the day and Mrs. Dufour is clearly in a chatty mood.

         
         “I asked Sacha to come any day except Wednesday, but he couldn’t. You see, Wednesday afternoon is when I have the most students!
            So it wasn’t easy with all the hammering and sawing.”
         

         
         “I can imagine,” Meyers nods politely.

         
         “In any case, it’s been almost two weeks and I still never tire of looking at it!” chatters Mrs. Dufour.

         
         Meyers frowns. Something has awakened his internal police instinct.

         
         “What day did you say Sacha did the work?”

         
         “Oh, I’m not likely to forget it,” sighs Mrs. Dufour gravely. “It was the same Wednesday young Lola was murdered. . . .”
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         In the middle of the night, Léonard dresses quickly, grabs the Sprinter key and his trusty backpack, and quietly leaves the
            room where Jorge lies sound asleep. He exits the hotel through a service door before crossing the small parking lot. He opens
            the side door of the van and finds Ness lying on the mattress. Carefully closing the door behind him, he sits down next to
            his new companion and turns on his flashlight.
         

         
         “You okay, Ness? I came to see if you were hungry or thirsty.”

         
         Léonard goes through his bag and pulls out a can of cat food whose label promises “delicious salmon pâté.” The feline pounces
            on the food as if he hasn’t eaten for days.
         

         
         Léonard laughs. “I knew you were hungry! You’re just like me; you’re always hungry!”

         
         Ness soon tires of the delicious salmon pâté, returns to the mattress, and stares at his benefactor.
         

         
         “I’m sorry I can’t bring you in the room with Jorge and me, but no pets are allowed in this hotel. Bunch of jerks!”

         
         Léonard lies down on his side, and Ness snuggles up to him with a satisfied mewl.

         
         “Jorge and I will have a house of our own soon. It’s white with a gray roof and a red door. It’s right on the edge of Loch
            Affric. And . . . and next door, there’s another house, just for guests. That’s luxury, isn’t it?”
         

         
         As he speaks, Léonard scratches his companion’s head.

         
         “Maybe you don’t understand what I’m telling you,” he continues. “Maybe you only understand English! But I don’t know how to speak it. Jorge will have to teach me soon—hey, where’d you get that scar on your eye?” 

         
         Ness’s purrs get louder and louder, and he stretches out his front paws, unsheathing his claws.

         
         “Were you found in a ditch, too? Did you run away from home because someone was hurting you? I’m sure that’s it. It was Mona
            who found me. It was November 6, a Thursday morning. It was raining but not cold . . .”
         

         
         Léonard closes his eyes and waits for the miracle to happen once again. As he strokes the cat’s warm fur, he listens to the
            silence, hoping to hear the voice he misses so much.
         

         
         “It was November 6,” he repeats softly. “It was a Thursday—”

         
         It was a Thursday morning, November 6. It was raining a little, but—

         
         “It wasn’t cold,” says Léonard with a grateful smile.

         
         No, it wasn’t cold. I was on my way to work, but my car wouldn’t start, so—

         
         “So you walked,” he murmurs.

         
         Yes, I had to walk down to the village to catch a bus. As I was walking along the road, suddenly I saw a little boy—

         
         “He was about five years old, wearing dirty, torn clothes—”

         
         He had long hair and a face covered in mud and dirt. He looked like—

         
         “A small, wounded animal.”

         
         *  *  *

         At eight in the morning, it’s Jorge’s turn to leave the room. He wakes up alone and immediately realizes why. He goes downstairs
            and nods to the receptionist. Then he goes out to the parking lot and lights a cigarette.
         

         
         He knows he should have refused to let the cat come along for the ride, but Léonard seemed so happy about adopting Ness that Jorge didn’t have the heart to disappoint him. They tracked down a pet shop which Léonard raided, buying food, a bowl, a crate, litter, and a cat carrier. And even a harness and leash! 

         
         Jorge stubs out his cigarette and opens the door to the Sprinter. He discovers Léonard and Ness asleep on the mattress in
            the back. Léonard opens his eyes to see his brother’s annoyed face.
         

         
         “I knew I’d find you here! I pay for a hotel room and you sleep in the van?”

         
         Léonard sits up and rubs his eyes.

         
         “I came to see if he was hungry, and then I wanted to come back inside, but—”

         
         “But you couldn’t remember the door code,” guesses Jorge.

         
         “That’s right,” admits Léonard.

         
         The cat begins his thorough morning grooming routine, completely ignoring the two brothers.

         
         Jorge sighs. “Well, there’s a Scottish breakfast waiting for you.”

         
         Léonard gets out of the van.

         
         “I’ll be right back, Ness. Don’t worry.”

         
         He slides the door closed and catches up with his brother in a few strides.

         
         “Are you mad at me?”

         
         “No,” says Jorge. “Did you sleep well, at least?”

         
         “Yes, very well. . . . Do you think Ness understands French?”

         
         Jorge smiles.

         
         “I’m afraid not. Still, I’m sure he understands that you mean well. Only he’d better not pee in my van again,” warns Jorge.
            “Because man, did that stink!”
         

         
         “I’m sure he’ll learn to go in his litter box. And then, when we have a house, it won’t be a problem.”

         
         Jorge sighs as he pushes open the hotel’s front door.

         
         “Last night, Mona spoke to me,” says Léonard.

         
         His brother closes his eyes for a second.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes. She hadn’t spoken to me since we ran away. But last night, she spoke to me. And it felt good. So good.”

         
         Jorge decides that bringing Ness on their strange journey was actually the right decision.
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         Investigating magistrate Mélanie Riva sits in her courthouse office in silence for a moment. Across from her, Lieutenant Meyers
            waits for her to digest the news he’s delivered. He got up at the crack of dawn to arrive before the magistrate in charge
            of the Lola Tournier case got busy with her hearings and appointments.
         

         
         “If I understand correctly, you’re convinced that Jorge Mathieu is innocent?” she says at last.

         
         “Convinced isn’t the right word,” the lieutenant says. “But knowing that he’s innocent of Sarah Lebrun’s murder, I have real doubts
            about his guilt in this case. And we now have another very important avenue to explore.”
         

         
         “What do you suggest? What’s your plan, Meyers?”

         
         “Well, given that the man I’m looking at has a motive and lied about his schedule on the day of the murder, I think we have
            to consider him a potential suspect and dig in that direction.”
         

         
         “And how do you intend to proceed? Go for the jugular?” She gets up and paces around her small office. “Do you know what happens
            if we screw up? If we make an accusation that turns out to be false? The day the journalists announce that Mathieu spent sixteen
            years in prison for nothing, we’ll already be in it up to our necks, so . . .”
         

         
         Riva sighs and returns to her seat.

         
         “So, let me ask you again: What’s your plan?”

         
         “I’d like us to look at the second DNA sample, the one found under the victim’s fingernails.”

         
         “We already compared it to DNA in the database and found nothing,” recalls the magistrate.

         
         “I know, but you could order a familial search.”

         
         “Our new suspect would have to have a relative on file for that to work.”

         
         “But he does, Your Honor,” Meyers replies with a smile. “That’s the thing. He does. . . .”
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         “The first time I came here, I promised myself that one day I’d come back with Mona,” murmurs Jorge.

         
         Sitting on the beach, at the edge of the windswept land, the two brothers think of their mother.

         
         “It’s so beautiful. I wish she could see it, too.”

         
         Behind them, they feel the presence of the elegant Chanonry Point lighthouse. On their left is Rosemarkie Bay; on the right,
            the Moray Firth, where Léonard was lucky enough to see some dolphins.
         

         
         “But maybe Mona can see through our eyes,” muses Léonard. “Maybe what we see, she sees, too?”

         
         “I hope so, Lennie. I really hope so. . . .”

         
         That morning, they had left Inverness and come to Fortrose, setting their meager luggage in a cottage facing the sea that
            Jorge had rented for three days from a half-deaf old Scot.
         

         
         “I was twenty years old last time I was on this beach,” he continues. “I was twenty years old and I didn’t know that my life
            was going to be a nightmare.”
         

         
         Seeing Léonard’s sad expression, he adds, “And I didn’t know I was going to have a brother, either.”

         
         “A slightly stupid brother!”

         
         “An incredibly brave brother,” Jorge corrects him. “A brother who would risk his life for me.”

         
         *  *  *

         Sitting on the wooden porch steps, Léonard keeps an eye on Ness. After his morning stroll, the cat stretches out in the sun.
            Jorge joins his brother, cup of coffee in hand.
         

         
         “Hi, Lennie.”

         
         “Hi, Jorge! You . . . uh . . . sleep well?”

         
         For the past few days, Léonard has been learning the basics of English. Simple, useful words.

         
         “Yes, I slept like a baby!” Jorge says in English before switching back to French. “How about you. Did you sleep well?”
         

         
         “Yes. Are we leaving today?”

         
         “Yep, today,” confirms Jorge.

         
         “Where are we going?”

         
         “You’ll see. But you have to pack your stuff. And all your fleabag’s bits and pieces, too.”

         
         “His name is Ness.” Léonard sighs as he stands up. “And he doesn’t have fleas.”

         
         Léonard heads for the house, the cat at his heels. Jorge leans on the railing and contemplates the sea, trying to convince
            himself that Mona can see it through his eyes.
         

         
         *  *  *

         “It’s so big. . . .”

         
         Léonard wonders how many times he’s dreamed of this moment. He actually feels like he’s still in his room, his book open on
            his little desk.
         

         
         But he’s not. He’s aboard the Jacobite Queen, sailing the black waters of Loch Ness, with his brother sitting next to him.
         

         
         Between Fortrose and Abriachan, an hour’s drive through wooded hills and pastures, Léonard slept soundly, lulled by the purr of the engine. And when he opened his eyes again, they were on the shores of the mythical lake. 

         
         “It’s so big,” he repeats.

         
         Soon, the ruins of Urquhart Castle loom up on the north bank of the loch, amid the withering broom.

         
         “Are we going to stay a while?” asks Léonard hopefully.

         
         “Two days, no more. Too many tourists here.”

         
         When the boat takes them back to the dock, Léonard hands his camera to his brother and poses next to a makeshift Nessie, a
            fake plastic monster that sways on dry land. Then they walk toward the van.
         

         
         “How deep is the lake?”

         
         “In some places, 750 feet,” Jorge explains.

         
         “That’s mega deep. . . . So, I say Nessie could exist.”

         
         “I don’t want to disappoint you, Lennie, but if he were real, we’d have seen him. Really seen him, I mean.”
         

         
         Léonard shakes his head. “And God?” he says.

         
         “What about God?”

         
         “Well, nobody’s ever seen him, but plenty of people believe in him.”

         
         Jorge can’t help but smile.

         
         “I’m going to have a hard time arguing with you on this one, brother!”

         
         “Do you believe in God?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Neither do I. But I believe in Nessie. Because you have to believe in monsters.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes. Humans think they know everything.”

         
         “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “They think they know everything about animals, nature, plants, and all that stuff. But I say it’s not true. And that humans
            are nothing but stuck-up asses.”
         

         
         As he climbs into the Sprinter, Léonard turns toward Scotland’s deepest loch.

         
         “If I ever see Nessie, I’ll go to church.”

         
         *  *  *

         Today, thick fog blankets the whole of Loch Ness. The two brothers pack their things in the van and set off again. It’s raining
            so hard that Jorge has to drive slowly. At the edge of the soggy roadway, a few black-headed sheep watch them go by. Beyond
            the delightfully green meadows, Loch Ness disappears, before reappearing again. As the fields give way to a wild forest, the
            showers become lighter. The road opens up a passageway between the trees, and the forest becomes denser and darker.
         

         
         “What do those signs say?” asks Léonard.

         
         “They say we’re entering a nature reserve,” explains Jorge.

         
         Léonard glances down at his feet, where Ness lies obediently in his basket.

         
         “That cat is unbelievable!” says Jorge. “I expected him to be a pain in the ass the whole time, but I have to say, I’m amazed.”

         
         “He loves to travel. And he loves being with us.”

         
         The rain starts up again, and Léonard sighs.

         
         “It rains a lot in Scotland.”

         
         “Yeah, that’s no myth,” Jorge agrees.

         
         After an hour on the road, he stops the van in a large parking lot. They can’t see more than ten yards; around them rise the
            ghostly silhouettes of trees whose tops they can barely make out. Theirs is the sole vehicle in the lot, and they feel as
            if they’re alone in the world.
         

         
         “We’ll just have to wait for a break in the weather,” says Jorge, lighting a cigarette.

         
         He rolls down the window, and a few drops of water make their way into the van.

         
         “What are we gonna do once it stops raining?” asks Léonard.

         
         “You’ll see,” says his brother with a mysterious smile.

         
         “But . . . what if it rains until tonight?”

         
         “I don’t think it will. I checked the forecast this morning at the hotel and the rain should stop before noon. Just be patient. . . .”

         
         For a half hour, they watch water drip onto the windshield. Then the drops become less frequent, and finally the rain stops.
            Léonard gets out of the van, his cat close behind him.
         

         
         “Don’t wander off!” Jorge orders. “I don’t want to lose you in this fog!”

         
         A cool breeze pushes the stubborn mist toward them, and Léonard despairs of seeing anything but the tips of his shoes. Fifteen
            minutes later, he picks up Ness and puts him back in the Sprinter. Then he sits down next to his brother.
         

         
         Like cotton wool slowly being torn apart, the cloud mass splits in places, revealing slices of sky.

         
         “Look, Lennie—look dead ahead.”

         
         For the moment, he can make out shapes but can’t really see anything. Within minutes, however, a wide bridge starts to loom
            out of the fog. And suddenly, as if by magic, the mist evaporates.
         

         
         Catching his breath, Léonard sees a river flowing below. Powerful and wide, with amber reflections and ivory foam, surrounded
            by majestic pines that take root in the moor. The waterway has carved out its bed between the snowcapped peaks.
         

         
         A childlike smile spreads across Léonard’s face. Unable to utter a single word, he turns toward his brother and gives him
            a look brimming with gratitude and tears.
         

         
         “This is it, Lennie. You’re in Glen Affric.”
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         The lieutenant takes his weapon from the desk drawer and leaves the station on foot. Five minutes later, he’s in the heart
            of the village, pushing open the door to the furniture workshop. Sacha, busy sanding down an old chest of drawers, looks up
            at him in surprise.
         

         
         “Good afternoon,” says Meyers.

         
         “Good afternoon.”

         
         The two men barely know each other. They met just after Lola’s death, and then a second time when the Mathieu brothers disappeared.

         
         “What can I do for you?” asks the craftsman. “I hope you’re not going to ask me if I know where Léonard and Jorge are again,
            because I have absolutely no idea.”
         

         
         “That’s not why I’m here,” says Meyers. “I’m here to talk about your statement. The one you made on the day of Lola Tournier’s
            murder.”
         

         
         Sacha’s hand tightens on the sandpaper.

         
         “Do you know the penalty for perjury?”

         
         Sacha grabs a cloth to wipe the dust from his hands.

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         “I know you lied,” barks Meyers. “I don’t know why yet, but you will tell me.”

         
         Sacha’s eyes betray the anguish that overwhelms him.

         
         “I didn’t lie,” he assures Meyers.

         
         “The penalty is five years’ imprisonment and a fine of seventy-five thousand euros,” continues the lieutenant. “But if you tell me the truth now, I can pretend you came to see me of your own accord to retract your statement.” 

         
         “Damn it! I told you the truth!”

         
         “Really? So you have the ability to be in two places at once. That’s very useful, I imagine. You can be at the piano teacher’s
            house building a porch and in your workshop at the same time.”
         

         
         The craftsman drops into a chair, defeated.

         
         “Do you really want me to call Mrs. Dufour as a witness and then officially subpoena you? If I take that step, I won’t be
            able to do a thing for you and you’ll be brought before the judge immediately. So, what’s it going to be?”
         

         
         “I’ve done nothing serious!” insists Sacha.

         
         “No, just lied to a police officer on a murder investigation. Nothing!”

         
         “Murder? But . . . he didn’t do it, did he?”
         

         
         Faced with Meyers’s icy gaze, Sacha’s face falls.

         
         “Please tell me it wasn’t him—”

         
         “I can’t be certain,” replies the lieutenant at last. “But why would he ask you to lie?”

         
         Sacha shakes his head, visibly devastated. “When he asked me to be his alibi, I had no idea why,” he explains. “I thought
            he wanted to do something a little dodgy, sure, but nothing serious.”
         

         
         “I want to believe you. When did he come to you?”

         
         “Early afternoon. Just before I left for Mrs. Dufour’s.”

         
         So Lola’s murder was a premeditated act.

         
         “Why did you agree?”

         
         Sacha holds his head in his hands.

         
         “Because he’s got me by the balls, that’s why!” he moans.

         
         “And may I ask how he’s got you by the balls?”
         

         
         “I . . . I’m having an affair with a woman. A married woman. And he saw us three months ago. The woman’s husband is a friend of his. The next day, he showed up here and threatened to tell the husband everything. Unless I agreed to do some work on his house.” 

         
         “His house?” repeats Meyers, bewildered.
         

         
         “The house he bought for his retirement, a hundred miles from here.”

         
         “And did you?”

         
         “Yes, I fixed up the kitchen and bathroom free of charge to shut the bastard up.”

         
         “Would it really have been that bad if he talked?”

         
         “It wouldn’t have mattered to me. But to her—it would have ruined her life.”

         
         “She might have gotten divorced, but that happens to lots of people every day.”

         
         “No, it’s more complicated than that. Much more complicated, believe me.”

         
         “If you insist. So you fixed up his house in exchange for his silence and—?”

         
         “And the day I was putting in the porch at Mrs. Dufour’s house, he called to say he had a favor to ask of me. He swore it
            would be the last. If anyone asked me, I had to say that he was at my place all Wednesday afternoon, in the little workshop
            I have next to my garage. That I had agreed to let him use my machines and that I’d stayed with him the whole time to help
            him with the work.”
         

         
         Lieutenant Meyers looks away at a side table waiting to be restored.

         
         “And when you came to ask me to confirm the alibi he’d given you, I didn’t know Lola was dead. I didn’t find out until the
            next morning.”
         

         
         “Did you make the connection?”

         
         “No!” Sacha assures him. “Of course not! How could I imagine a guy like him being involved in a murder?”

         
         “Listen, I might come to see you in . . . a few days—or maybe tomorrow. And then I’ll ask you to repeat what you just said. All right?” 

         
         “If I do that, he’ll—”

         
         “If you do that, you might just save Jorge Mathieu’s life,” the lieutenant points out. “He’s your friend, isn’t he?”

         
         The craftsman nods.

         
         “And you’ll save your own skin, too. Anyway, if our man is guilty, he won’t have the time to do anything about your little
            love affair, believe me.”
         

         
         “All right,” Sacha says, defeated.

         
         “Until then, I’m ordering you to say nothing,” says the lieutenant. “Not a word of our conversation to him or anyone else,
            understood?”
         

         
         “Understood.”
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         It’s a day Léonard will never forget. Walking along the banks of the River Affric, alongside Loch Beinn a’Mheadhoin, in the
            shade of the Caledonian pines. Then, finally, having Loch Affric at their feet. Looking up at Càrn Eige and Mam Sodhail, the
            snowcapped giants jealously guarding their fabulous valley. Sitting beside a rushing stream whose tumultuous water evokes
            the amber color of Scotch whisky and whose bed is strewn with golden nuggets.
         

         
         As they pass by Glen Affric Lodge, Léonard tells his brother that this is where he’d like to live. In this sumptuous house
            on an island between the two lakes.
         

         
         To live here, in this land of legends and contrasts, where every step is an adventure. Where every breath is a blessing and
            every glance a source of fascination.
         

         
         To live here, for all eternity.

         
          

         That night, despite his fatigue, Léonard can’t get to sleep. In the small bedroom of the bungalow they’ve rented in the heart
            of the nature reserve, he gazes up at the wood-paneled ceiling, studded with imaginary stars.
         

         
         In the next bed, Jorge isn’t sleeping either.

         
         In the midst of the silence, they can hear the woodstove humming, with a few logs still burning.

         
         “This was the happiest day of my life,” Léonard suddenly murmurs. “And I’ll remember it until I die.”

         
         *  *  *

         Léonard locks Ness in the bungalow and hefts his backpack onto his shoulders. Jorge had left earlier in the morning. He promised
            to return later in the day and gave his brother permission to hike the surrounding trails as long as he stays alert, doesn’t
            talk to anyone, and doesn’t stray more than an hour’s walk from the cottage.
         

         
         Léonard moves fast. As if magnetized, he heads for Loch Affric. The colors have changed since the previous day. He feels sure
            they’re never the same, because the sky is as unpredictable an artist as it is an inventive one. A shower catches him by surprise,
            so he pulls his hood over his head, then continues on his way. From his trusty backpack, he retrieves the binoculars he stole
            from the Swiss tourists and points them toward the red moor. He spots a herd of deer the same color as the heather. A little
            way off, he spots a twelve-point red stag. The old male turns his head toward him, and they watch each other for a few long
            minutes.
         

         
         Alone on the wide path, Léonard forgets why he’s here, in Glen Affric. He forgets the torments he went through to make his
            dream come true. The schoolyard, his classmates’ sarcasm, the prison bars, the hospital bed where Mona breathed her last.
            He forgets his nightmares and his doubts. He even forgets that he’s wanted by every police force in Europe.
         

         
         For a few precious hours, Léonard forgets who he is and what he’s endured.

         
         He’s no longer the idiot everyone makes fun of. That poor boy who can’t read, let alone write. He’s no longer that child found
            in a ditch who’s afraid to turn off the light when it gets dark.
         

         
         Today, now, he’s a man. The power of these raw, wild lands runs through his veins. He’s built from the same granite as the ancestral mountains facing him. As fast as the currents of the River Affric, as powerful as the twelve-point stag. As rugged as the moor under the ice and as elusive as the mist rising over Loch Ness. 

         
         Léonard is no longer in Glen Affric.

         
         He is Glen Affric.
         

         
          

         After a three-hour walk, he sits down by a stream and picks up a large piece of pine bark. With his penknife, he carves it
            into the shape of a boat. He then chooses a pretty stone from the riverbed and carves the letter M into it.
         

         
         He takes his action figure from his pocket—the masked hero who’s followed him this far—and places him in the boat, next to
            the stone. Then he launches the fragile skiff on a calm stretch of river and watches it float toward the loch.
         

         
         “He’ll watch over you, as he’s watched over me. Farewell, Mona—you have every right to see Glen Affric, too.”

         
         He hopes the boat and its precious cargo will make it to Loch Ness and even as far as the sea. He lies down on the grass and
            closes his eyes. A familiar voice comes to him on the wind.
         

         
         Thank you, Léo. Thank you for this beautiful journey.

         
         “You’re welcome, Mom.”

         
         You’re a wonderful son and I’m very lucky.

         
         “No regrets, then?”

         
         Oh, no—I’ve never had any regrets, Léo. Never, you hear?

         
         “Yes, Mom, I hear you. I think I’ll always hear you. . . .”

         
          

         When Léonard wakes, the sky looks threatening. He slings his bag onto his shoulders and heads for the bungalow.

         
         Soon, he has company.

         
         Hey John, how are you?

         
         “Nanosh! What the hell are you doing here?”

         
         Well, what are you doing here?

         
         “This is where I live. . . . I told you I’d come here!”

         
         You did it, that’s so cool.

         
         “Yeah, I did it. You see, sometimes life isn’t as much of a bitch as it seems!”

         
         Guess it’s possible, John! laughs the Gypsy. In any case, you really fucked up those dumb cops!

         
         Nanosh disappears onto the moor and Léonard smiles as he walks briskly along. A mile farther on, he sees a figure at a bend
            in the road. When he takes Victoria’s hand, his heart begins to race.
         

         
         Do you love me, Lennie?

         
         “Yes, Victoria. I think I do love you.”

         
         I miss you, you know.

         
         “I miss you, too. I think about you all the time! But one day, I’m sure you’ll come here to Glen Affric. And we’ll both live
            in a beautiful house, you’ll see.”
         

         
         So I’ll see you soon, my Lennie—

         
         Victoria lets go of his hand and evaporates like the morning mist, blending delicately with the sky.

         
         Léonard turns away from the track that leads to the bungalow and climbs a steep path at lightning speed.

         
         Perched on top of a rock, Léonard sees Glen Affric stretch out before him.

         
         Perched on top of a rock, Léonard looks down.

         
         All the way down.

         
         Jump into the void. Here, now.

         
         Jump into the void so that the dream never ends.

         
         Carve his body into the rocks. Dissolve in pure water. Lie abandoned in the Highland peat.

         
         Die. Here, now.

         
         Live here, for all eternity.

         
          

         When he finally reaches his destination, the sun is setting. The Sprinter is parked in front of the little wooden bungalow; Jorge sits on the porch, a cup of coffee in his hand and Ness on his lap. 

         
         “I was starting to worry,” he says.

         
         “Sorry, I fell asleep!” apologizes Léonard.

         
         “Ness and I are getting to know each other.” Jorge smiles. “Your fleabag is pretty cool.”

         
         Léonard grabs a can of soda from the fridge and sits down next to his brother.

         
         “We’re leaving tomorrow morning,” Jorge tells him.

         
         “Already?” asks Léonard, distressed.

         
         Jorge says no more, an enigmatic smile flitting across his face. Léonard tries to dispel his disappointment and anxiety.

         
         He’s seen Glen Affric. Tomorrow doesn’t matter.

         
         Live here, for all eternity.

         
         *  *  *

         In the van, Léonard remains silent. He asks no questions about their destination, as if absorbed in his thoughts. A thin,
            sharp blade penetrates his insides. With every mile they travel away from Glen Affric, it sinks in a little deeper. But this
            is nothing compared to the pain that would rip his guts apart if he and his brother had to separate.
         

         
         They set off again in the direction of Drumnadrochit, and Jorge stops the van in front of a convenience store.

         
         “Supplies,” he says simply.

         
         They buy food for themselves and the cat, drinks, toiletries, and a canister of gas. Then Jorge points the van back toward
            Glen Affric, and Léonard’s face relaxes.
         

         
         “You’ve changed,” his brother observes. “You look more . . . more serene. Different, I think.”

         
         Léonard smiles at him. “So we’re going back, huh?”

         
         “Yes, Lennie. And we’ll stay there for a while.”

         
         An imaginary hand withdraws the blade from his belly, and the wound instantly heals.

         
         “I’m glad we’re going back to Glen Affric, Jorge. But if we have to leave, I’ll follow you. I’d follow you with my eyes closed.”

         
         “I know, Lennie.”

         
         “But if we leave, a part of me will always be here. . . . Or, I guess it’s like this place is growing here, inside me. It’s
            like Glen Affric and I are one and the same. It’s just . . . oh, I don’t know how to say that stuff!” Léonard says regretfully.
         

         
         “No, I understand exactly what you mean. I think we all have a place on earth where we feel at home, truly at home. And I’m
            glad you found yours, Lennie. But to find out if it’s really the right place, you need to spend some time here. They say you
            have to spend winter here, the hardest season of all.”
         

         
         “Maybe, Jorge. Then I hope I’ll see the winter.”

         
         His brother hides the pain constricting his throat and concentrates on the narrow strip of pavement.

         
         “And where’s home for you?” asks Léonard.

         
         Jorge takes a few moments to answer.

         
         “I think it was in Lola’s arms. Anywhere on Earth, but in Lola’s arms . . .”

         
         After a half hour on the road and fifteen minutes on a track, Jorge stops the van in front of a wooden house nestled between
            Caledonian pines and overlooking Loch Affric. It’s a small, peaked-roof cottage with a porch in front and another at the back.
         

         
         “We’re going to stay here,” says Jorge. “This isn’t the house I told you about, but . . .”

         
         Léonard’s eyes shine brightly. “It’s a beautiful house,” he says. “Thank you, Jorge.”

         
         “I rented it for two months. And I found a job for the whole summer in Drumnadrochit. A seasonal job for both of us. It’s under the table, paid in cash—just what we need. We start tomorrow!” 

         
         “What kind of work is it?”

         
         “I had a little chat with the owner of a café, and he told me to see the guy who lives in the big mansion. We passed it earlier.”

         
         “Oh, yeah,” recalls Léonard. “The one near Loch Ness, with the white gate at the entrance?”

         
         “That’s right,” says Jorge. “He’s looking for someone to care for the park during the summer.”

         
         “We’re going to be gardeners, then?”

         
         “Exactly, Lennie. We’ll go there three days a week.”

         
         “Cool!”

         
         “I told him we’re two friends from Belgium, that we want to finance our stay here. Want me to show you around the house?”

         
         With Ness in his arms, Léonard follows his brother into the cottage, his eyes full of wonder. The interior is simple and rustic—wood
            everywhere, from floor to ceiling. The open-plan dining room, with large French windows, features a rectangular table, two
            benches, and a couch with red cushions. Next to the couch, a wood-burning stove.
         

         
         On the same floor, a small kitchen with a gas stove, sink, and cabinets. A tiny shower room with a toilet and a triangular
            window.
         

         
         A ladderlike staircase leads up under the roof.

         
         “Watch out for the beams!” warns Jorge.

         
         Léonard has to bend down to get into the bedrooms, each equipped with two beds.

         
         “Well?” asks Jorge, worried.

         
         “It’s awesome! It’s like a tree house!”

         
         “I’m glad you like it, Lennie. It’s not much, but we’ll have peace and quiet here.”

         
         “It’s a wonderful gift,” says Léonard, hugging Jorge. “A wonderful gift  . . .”

         
         *  *  *

         On the way to the mansion, Jorge reminds his brother of the rules.

         
         “You don’t call me Jorge; call me Victor. You don’t say we’re French, and you don’t talk about France, okay?”

         
         “Okay, Jorge.”

         
         “I told the boss that you don’t know a word of English, but you’re very strong and can do the work of two guys.”

         
         “I’ll do all the work that needs doing, Jorge. Are we going to earn a lot of money?”

         
         “Enough to rent the house. That way, I can keep a little money in case we need it.”

         
         “Makes sense,” agrees Léonard.

         
         When they arrive at the gate, Jorge rings the bell. Both sides of the gate swing open onto a wide driveway lined with century-old
            trees. The owner is waiting for them on the doorstep of his imposing house, a small castle in the Scottish baronial style,
            flanked by two round towers and surrounded by extensive grounds that overlook part of Loch Ness. Léonard is stunned by its
            size and the number of windows and chimneys.
         

         
         Léonard shakes hands with the squire, a balding, jovial man, and leaves Jorge to say a few polite words.

         
         The owner shows them the outbuildings, where all the equipment they’ll need is stored, then has his butler bring them tea
            and cookies.
         

         
         Sitting on a low wall, mug in hand, Léonard watches the sun fracture the surface of Loch Ness.

         
         “This is the life,” he murmurs. “Do you think that one day we’ll be able to—”

         
         “We’ll never be able to afford to live in a place like this. So stop dreaming and let’s get to work!”
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         Today, Lieutenant Meyers is off duty. While his wife takes the kids to the pool, he goes shopping in the village. As he passes
            the newsstand, he spots the Mathieu brothers’ faces on the front page of a major national daily. He buys a copy, sits down
            on the bistro patio, and orders a coffee.
         

         
         The article on page two tells him nothing special, except that Jorge and Léonard remain untraceable, despite the combined
            efforts of the French, Swiss, and Italian authorities. The key question is whether the two brothers have already left France,
            which seems increasingly likely.
         

         
         “So, are you going to nail those scumbags?” asks Raymondi as he brings Meyers his espresso.

         
         “It’s out of my hands,” says the lieutenant coolly.

         
         “It’s incredible that those two idiots are still at large!”

         
         “Maybe they’re not as dumb as they look,” Meyers shoots back.

         
         Raymondi frowns but continues the attack. “After what they did to you, you must really want to get them, huh?”

         
         “I’m still in one piece,” Meyers reminds him, placing a five-euro bill on the table. “All I want is for justice to run its
            course and to be left to drink my coffee in peace.”
         

         
         Vexed, Raymondi goes back inside his bar, leaving Meyers to enjoy his espresso. He folds up the newspaper and watches the
            people go by. The results of the familial tests that Judge Riva ordered should be in soon, and Meyers awaits them eagerly,
            like a child on Christmas Eve.
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         When Léonard gets up, he has a few aches and pains. The first day of work at the manor has taken its toll, but soon enough
            he won’t feel it. Just a matter of getting used to it.
         

         
         He makes breakfast, and everything is ready on the big wooden table when Jorge comes down.

         
         “What are we doing today?” asks Léonard, devouring his bowl of cereal.

         
         “I’d like to rest,” says Jorge. “How about you?”

         
         “I think I’ll go wander around.”

         
         His older brother smiles. “You’re tireless, huh?”

         
         “My back hurts a little, but I’m fine! How about you?”

         
         “So-so. Anyway, you did a great job yesterday! Lord Cameron was very pleased with our work.”

         
         “Good,” says Léonard.

         
         He clears the table and loads his backpack, putting in a book that Jorge found for him on the cottage shelves: a guide to
            the flora and fauna of Glen Affric’s primary forest.
         

         
         “I’ll be back for lunch,” he promises.

         
         “Okay, Lennie. Be careful.”

         
          

         Léonard follows the track from the cottage to the road. After two hundred yards, he’s surprised to see a couple walking in
            the opposite direction. The man and his wife stop as soon as they see the teenager.
         

         
         “Hi!”

         
         “Hi,” replies Léonard in English.
         

         
         “Do you speak French? We’re French!”
         

         
         “Me, too!” says Léonard in French with a broad smile.

         
         “Oh, great!” says the man. “A fellow countryman! Do you know where this trail leads?”

         
         “It only goes to the cottage where I live.”

         
         “Ah, so we’ve lost our way!” says the tourist sadly. “We’re trying to get to Lake Beinn a’Mhe . . . something like that.”

         
         “It’s in the other direction,” says Léonard. “You go to the end of the track and then walk along the road for ten minutes,
            then go down and to the right.”
         

         
         “Thank you!”

         
         The man holds out his hand and Léonard gently crushes his fingers.

         
         “My name is Martin, and this is my wife, Géraldine.”

         
         “I’m Léonard.”

         
         “Are you on vacation?” asks Géraldine.

         
         “Yeah, I’m staying in the cottage, the one right over there. My brother Jorge rented—”

         
         Léonard’s heart suddenly skips a beat. He has forgotten his older brother’s instructions. But the two French tourists are
            still smiling, and Léonard starts to breathe again.
         

         
         “Thank you very much, Léonard,” says Géraldine. “And have a nice day!”

         
         “You, too,” replies Léonard politely.

         
         The couple turn around and Léonard hangs back, preferring to walk alone. Once they’re gone, Léonard hits himself on the head.

         
         “You’re such a fucking moron, John!”

         
         *  *  *

         Night falls on Glen Affric.

         
         After walking around the moors all morning and part of the afternoon, Léonard is finally tired. He brings in a few logs and
            fills the stove before lighting it.
         

         
         While Jorge makes dinner, Léonard lets his mind wander. His head full of images, he thinks back on his day. Everything he’s
            seen, everything he’s felt.
         

         
         A jumble of strong emotions.

         
         “There’ll be a lot more days like this,” he murmurs.

         
         “What did you say?” asks Jorge.

         
         “Nothing—”

         
         “Where did you go today?”

         
         “I climbed up toward Mam Sodhail,” replies Léonard proudly.

         
         “Did you make it to the top?”

         
         “No—but next time, I’ll go all the way up! Right up to the snow. I’ll even put some in a jar and bring it back to you.”

         
         “You’ll have to run down, then!” Jorge laughs.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because otherwise the snow will turn into water,” says his brother with a wink.

         
         “Oh, yeah, I didn’t think of that.”

         
         “We can go up there together if you want.”

         
         “That’d be so cool!”

         
         “We could even do it tomorrow.”

         
         “Don’t we have to work tomorrow?”

         
         “No, Lennie. That’s the day after tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Yes, then, I’d like it if we went up there together. Have you ever climbed it before?”

         
         “No, never. If it doesn’t rain, we’ll go tomorrow. It’s a deal!”

         
         Léonard takes the guidebook and turns the pages until he finds what he’s looking for.

         
         “What’s the name of this bird?” he asks.

         
         “Uh . . . snow partridge, I think.”

         
         “I saw a few of them! Lots of dragonflies, too. Orange, black, blue.”

         
         “Great. And did you see any people on your walk?”

         
         Léonard hesitates, and Jorge senses it.

         
         “Yes. I met some tourists who were lost. I told them which way to go.”

         
         “So, they were French?”

         
         Léonard’s heart beats way too fast. “How do you know they were French?”

         
         “I can’t see you giving them directions in English or Norwegian.”

         
         “Yes, they were French,” admits Léonard. “But I just gave them directions, Jorge. Just directions.”

         
         “Nothing else, I hope,” says his older brother worriedly.

         
         “No, I just told them the way. . . .”

         
          

         After dinner, Léonard smokes a cigarette on the porch. Jorge has already gone to bed. The gardening work has clearly tired
            him out. Léonard tells himself he’ll do more the next time to take the strain off his brother. Because he deserves it, because
            he’s managed to find them a wonderful refuge.
         

         
         Because he’s gotten him to where he wanted to be.

         
         As he’s going inside, Léonard hears a noise nearby in the forest. Probably an animal he can’t see. He descends the porch steps
            and scans the darkness. The moon breaks through the clouds, casting a little light. He approaches the edge of the woods, trying
            to be as unobtrusive as possible, and hears another creak. Then he sees a dark mass moving away between the trees. Silence
            returns, and Léonard goes back inside the cottage. He climbs the stairs and pokes his head into Jorge’s room. Jorge is reading
            a book on his bed.
         

         
         “I thought I saw someone, not far from the cottage,” he says.

         
         “Really?” replies Jorge.

         
         “I don’t know—maybe it was an animal. But it was big!”

         
         “Probably a deer,” says Jorge, yawning. “Good night, Lennie.”

         
         “Good night, Jorge.”
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         Lieutenant Meyers hangs up his phone and stands in front of his office window. A crew returning from a mission parks their
            vehicle in the yard. The officer nods to his teammates before he sits down in front of the Tournier file. His instincts were
            right: He now knows who the DNA under Lola’s fingernails belongs to.
         

         
         He takes his time thinking about how to catch his new suspect. Judge Riva, who has also just received the results of the DNA
            tests, will join him at the station midafternoon. Given the importance of the case, she’s eager to assist the lieutenant and
            take part in the interrogation.
         

         
         Meyers goes into the small break room to make himself a cup of coffee. He fills the coffee machine, places a pod in it, and
            waits. Seconds later, Captain Solers and Commander Caron enter the room.
         

         
         “So, Meyers, how are things this morning?”

         
         “Good, Commander, everything’s fine.”

         
         “Good. Did you end up seeing the shrink?”

         
         “I don’t need one,” the lieutenant reassures him.

         
         “Being kidnapped and having your life threatened are no small things.”

         
         “Everything’s fine, Commander,” repeats Meyers. “Don’t concern yourself. . . .”

         
         He picks up his cup and heads for the door. But the commander seems bent on talking to him this morning.

         
         “Still, you’ve been acting weird the last few days.”

         
         “Weird?” the lieutenant chokes.

         
         “We haven’t seen much of you,” says Solers.

         
         “I have a lot of work to do on the Maréchal case.”

         
         “Damn, when I think about it . . .” The captain sighs. “We had that little shit right next door.”

         
         “Any news of the girl?” asks Meyers.

         
         “What girl?”

         
         “Angélique . . .”

         
         Solers shrugs. “She’s on remand at the women’s prison.”

         
         “I know that,” replies the lieutenant. “But do we know how she’s doing?”

         
         “No idea. I rarely hear from murderers who go to prison. Even though this one deserves a medal!”

         
         “I’ll call the prison warden,” says Meyers.

         
         “You’re a cop, not a social worker,” Commander Caron reminds him.

         
         “It’ll only take me five minutes.”

         
         He leaves the room and takes refuge in his office. In a few hours, one of those two men will be sitting in front of him, answering
            his questions.
         

         
         Answering for his actions.

         
         Meyers never imagined that one day, he would take one of his superiors into custody.
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         In the early afternoon, Jorge and Léonard reach the summit of Mam Sodhail. After hours of effort comes the reward. And what
            a reward—the view over the valley and lochs takes their breath away.
         

         
         With his feet in the snow and his head in the stars, Léonard throws an arm around his brother’s shoulders and draws him close.

         
         “There are plenty of other valleys in the Highlands that you don’t know about yet,” says Jorge. “We’ll go experience them,
            and I’m sure you’ll like them just as much as this one.”
         

         
         “They may be just as beautiful,” concedes Léonard. “But this place is special. Because for a long time, I said to myself:
            I have to go to Glen Affric to find my brother. This is where we were supposed to meet.”
         

         
         “You thought I was in Scotland when I was in prison,” says Jorge quietly. “You thought I was in heaven when I was in hell.”

         
         “Yeah, in hell—but we’re never going back to hell. That’s for sure.”

         
         They sit on a rock near a cairn almost seven feet high and take turns drinking from the water bottle. A cold wind sweeps across
            the summit as a golden eagle glides by below.
         

         
         Discreetly, Léonard picks up a handful of snow and slips it under the collar of his brother’s sweatshirt.

         
         Jorge squeals and leaps to his feet. “That’s freezing, you idiot!”

         
         Laughing, Léonard grabs another handful of snow and hurls it at his brother, who immediately retaliates. They’re children
            again.
         

         
         It was as if they’d grown up together, sharing their games, their room, and their childish mischief.

         
         As if they’d learned from each other, looked after each other, for years.

         
         As if they’d loved the same girls, hated the same teachers, gone through the same trials.

         
         As if they were blood brothers.
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         It’s almost five in the evening when Judge Riva arrives at the station. She greets the soldier at the reception desk and heads
            straight for the lieutenant’s office.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, Meyers.”

         
         “Good afternoon, Your Honor.”

         
         She sits down across from him, and they stare at each other for a moment, a grenade with its pin removed in both their hands.

         
         “Okay, ready to get started?” she asks.

         
         “Let’s begin,” the officer responds.

         
         Meyers picks up the phone and dials Commander Caron’s internal number.

         
         “Could you come to my office, sir? Judge Riva is here to talk to you.”

         
         He hangs up immediately, giving his superior no chance to ask any questions. A few minutes later, Caron enters the small room
            and shakes hands with the magistrate.
         

         
         “What’s going on?”

         
         “You’d better sit down, sir,” advises Meyers.

         
         Intrigued, the chief of the brigade takes a seat next to the judge.

         
         “As you know, after the murder of Lola Tournier, Captain Solers confessed to having had an affair with the victim.”

         
         “That’s why you were placed in charge of the investigation and not him. So what?”

         
         “So I asked him if he had an alibi for the time of the murder, as he was off duty that day.” Meyers opens a folder in front of him and pretends to read. “He told me he’d spent the afternoon with Sacha Dumontier, the furniture maker.” 

         
         “I know all that,” Caron says impatiently.

         
         “The problem is, he lied, sir.”

         
         The senior officer’s expression changes in slow motion. “And why would he lie?”

         
         “Maybe because his DNA was found on the victim,” Meyers reveals.

         
         “Is this a joke?” Caron sneers in an icy voice.

         
         “Unfortunately not, Commander. In addition to Jorge Mathieu’s DNA, another sample was found under Lola Tournier’s fingernails.
            Do you remember?”
         

         
         Caron simply nods.

         
         “There was no match in the database, but the judge decided to request a familial search. And that came back positive.”

         
         “I don’t get it,” says Caron.

         
         “It matched with Captain Solers’s eldest son, who has been in the database for about a year for a property damage incident.”

         
         The commander slumps in his seat, as if giant hands were crushing his shoulders.

         
         “To sum up: Solers has no alibi for the time of the crime, or rather he provided us with a false alibi by blackmailing Sacha
            Dumontier. He also has a motive, since an examination of the victim’s phone showed that he had been harassing Miss Tournier
            long after she decided to end their relationship, which tends to prove that Solers did not accept said separation. And now
            we have proof that his DNA was on the victim.”
         

         
         “He must have contaminated the crime scene!”

         
         “Impossible,” says Riva. “Those skin samples were under Miss Tournier’s fingernails. She tore them from her attacker as she
            tried to defend herself.”
         

         
         Stunned, Caron does not immediately react.

         
         “What about Mathieu’s DNA? Are you saying that the two of them killed her?”

         
         “No, sir. I think Solers acted alone and did what was necessary to frame Jorge Mathieu.”

         
         “But . . . but how?” exclaims the officer.

         
         “As I understand it, sir, it would be easy to get into the Mathieu brothers’ home to grab cigarette butts from the ashtray
            or a hair from a brush. Young Léonard tended to leave the house open when he went out. And Solers was one of the few people
            who knew the modus operandi of Sarah Lebrun’s murder. Things like the position of the body and the murder weapon.”
         

         
         Commandant Caron fidgets in his chair. “I think you’ve lost your mind, Meyers.”

         
         “And I think he’s right,” says Riva firmly. “Especially now that I know Jorge Mathieu is innocent of Sarah Lebrun’s murder.”

         
         “There has to be an explanation for all this,” says Caron. “Yves is incapable of doing something so horrific!”

         
         “Well, I suggest we question him,” resumes the magistrate. “Let’s hear what he has to say on these various points.”

         
         With his back to the wall, Caron has no choice but to give his approval.

         
         “All right,” he says through gritted teeth. “But if you’re wrong, Meyers—”

         
         “If I’m wrong, I’ll ask for a transfer,” the lieutenant submits.

         
         “A request I’ll be supporting,” warns Caron. “And believe me, I’ll make sure to send you to the middle of nowhere.”

         
         “This already is the middle of nowhere,” Meyers points out, meeting the man’s gaze.

         
         “It’ll be much worse, I promise.”

         
         *  *  *

         A quarter hour later, Solers enters the interrogation room, escorted by Commander Caron. He’s surprised to see Judge Riva
            and mechanically shakes her hand.
         

         
         “The judge and Lieutenant Meyers would like to ask you a few questions, Yves,” says Caron. “A couple of points to clarify.”

         
         “About what?” asks Solers defensively.

         
         “About Lola Tournier,” says the magistrate.

         
         “I’m listening.”

         
         “Take a seat,” she suggests.

         
         The captain obeys, while Caron stands by the door.

         
         “Captain, we’re having a little trouble with your alibi on the day of the murder,” says the judge combatively. “According
            to the information gathered by the lieutenant, you can’t have spent the afternoon in the company of Sacha Dumontier.”
         

         
         Solers shoots a murderous look at his subordinate, who doesn’t flinch.

         
         “And yet, I did,” he asserts simply.

         
         “Sacha Dumontier spent the whole afternoon working at the home of Mrs. Dufour, the music teacher,” continues Meyers. “He was
            at her home between 1 p.m. and 6:30 p.m. on the day of the murder.”
         

         
         “She must be thinking of the wrong day, the old fool!” sneers Solers. “She’s a little senile, as everyone knows.”

         
         “The problem, Captain, is that Sacha Dumontier confirms this,” the judge hits back.

         
         Solers tightens his grip on the edge of the table separating him from his two accusers.

         
         “Is he senile, too?”

         
         “It doesn’t seem that way to me,” Meyers calmly replies.

         
         “I was with him all afternoon,” the captain reasserts without hesitation. “And you can keep your insinuations to yourself.”

         
         He stands abruptly, sending his chair flying backward. As he heads for the door, the judge speaks again.

         
         “One last thing, Captain . . .”

         
         He turns and glares at her with his pale eyes.

         
         “What?”

         
         “How do you explain the fact that your DNA was found under the victim’s fingernails?”

         
         The captain wobbles slightly, a fact not lost on the lieutenant. But he soon regains his equilibrium.

         
         “Impossible. Unless she hadn’t washed her hands in several months,” he adds coolly. “But if she was fucking a scumbag like
            Mathieu, I imagine hygiene wasn’t her strong point.”
         

         
         Riva sighs. “Please, Captain, don’t sink so low.”

         
         “How did you get my DNA in the first place?” asks Solers, staring at his subordinate.

         
         “The question, rather, is, How did you get Jorge Mathieu’s DNA and transport it to the crime scene?” counters the lieutenant.

         
         “Am I under arrest? If you really had proof, I’d be under arrest, wouldn’t I?” Solers’s anger suddenly boils over. “That’s
            right, you’ve got no proof, asshole!” he spits. “You just want to save your buddy Jorge Mathieu’s skin! What is this—Stockholm
            syndrome?”
         

         
         “I have all the proof I need,” the lieutenant replies. “I don’t even need your confession.”

         
         “I’m not in the DNA database,” Solers points out. “So you’re bluffing!”

         
         “No, you’re not on file—not yet, anyway. But your son is on file. Do you know what a familial search is?”

         
         This time, Solers’s grip tightens on the back of the chair until his knuckles turn white.

         
         “I’ve got an alibi that’s been dismantled by two witnesses,” Meyers says calmly. “I’ve got a serious motive and DNA that looks
            a lot like yours under the victim’s fingernails. So, I repeat, I don’t need your confession, Solers.”
         

         
         “Captain Solers,” his superior corrects him.
         

         
         “Captain Solers,” says Meyers, checking his watch. “It’s exactly 5:39 p.m. and you’re under arrest, Captain Solers. You have the right to remain silent, the right to call a relative—”
         

         
         “Enough,” interrupts the suspect, “I know my rights!”

         
         “—the right to be examined by a doctor, to call a lawyer,” continues the lieutenant, unperturbed.

         
         Suddenly, Solers pounces on him, lifting him from his chair and slamming him against the partition.

         
         “You little asshole!” he yells.

         
         “Stop it, Yves!” cries Commander Caron.

         
         The judge takes refuge in a corner of the room while the commander rushes out into the hallway to call for reinforcements.
            Solers headbutts Meyers and steals the gun from his holster. As the lieutenant collapses, the captain grabs the magistrate
            by the sleeve, pulls her against him, and plants the barrel of the SIG Sauer against her throat. She utters the cry of a wounded
            deer.
         

         
         “Shut it!” demands Solers.

         
         “Cut the bullshit, Yves,” begs the commander.

         
         “Let me go or I’ll kill her!” yells the captain.

         
         With a bloodied face, Meyers slowly rises to his feet before he delivers the fatal blow.

         
         “By the way, Captain, my gun isn’t loaded.”
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         Their legs heavy with fatigue, the brothers return to the cottage. On the descent, Jorge slipped on scree and took a spectacular
            tumble. Even though he’s not complaining, Léonard can see he’s in pain.
         

         
         As soon as they arrive, Jorge sits down in an armchair on the porch. “We’ve earned a nice beer!” he says.

         
         Léonard grabs two bottles from the fridge before settling down next to his brother. Ness immediately joins them, then heads
            down the steps to stretch his legs in the grass around the cottage.
         

         
         “What a great day,” says Léonard.

         
         “Yeah, a beautiful day! Next time, we’ll do Càrn Eige. And then we’ll climb Ben Nevis.”

         
         “What’s Ben Nevis?”

         
         “You must have seen it in your guide to Scotland, no? It’s the highest peak in the UK. It’s near Fort William, in the Grampians.”

         
         “I can’t wait!”

         
         “And my legs hurt! I think I’m getting old.”

         
         “You’re not old,” replies Léonard, shrugging his shoulders. “You’re just not in shape. And you drink too much beer and smoke
            too much.”
         

         
         Jorge punches him playfully in the upper arm, but Léonard doesn’t punch back. He’s strong enough to knock his brother out
            of his seat.
         

         
         “You owe your older brother respect,” Jorge reminds him with a smile.

         
         “There’s no one I respect more than you, Jorge.”

         
         “Well, I think I’m very lucky to have you as a brother.”

         
         “No, I’m the lucky one.”

         
         “So we’re two lucky bastards!” Jorge laughs. “But I’m luckier than you—”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because tonight, it’s your turn to cook.”

         
         “Oh, no!” moans Léonard.

         
         “Oh, yes. And I’m warning you: If you make me another pasta dish, I’ll eat the cat!”

         
         *  *  *

         Jorge has fallen asleep on the couch, his novel resting on his stomach. Sitting by the gently purring stove, Léonard gazes
            at him affectionately. In the armchair opposite his, Mona knits a Highland wool sweater.
         

         
         “Is the sweater for me or for Jorge?” Léonard murmurs.

         
         This one’s for Jorge, my darling. When I finish it, I’ll make one for you.

         
         “Thanks, Mom. It’ll come in handy here, you know.”

         
         I know, my precious. Thank you for saving Jorge, Léo. Thank you for stopping them from taking him back to prison.

         
         “It was nothing, Mom.”

         
         Jorge is still sound asleep, and Léonard looks at him with tenderness and admiration. “I think I did something stupid, Mom,”
            he whispers. “I talked to some French people and . . . and I forgot that my name is Liam now. It’s my brain, it’s just got
            holes in it—”
         

         
         Don’t worry, son. They didn’t recognize you. Otherwise, the cops would already be here.

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         Yes, my angel. Don’t worry. But don’t do it again, all right?

         
         “I promise, Mom.”

         
         You should wake Jorge so he can go up to his room. He’s going to hurt his back sleeping on that couch!

         
         “Okay, I’ll take care of it.”

         
         Good night, darling.

         
         “Good night, Mom.”

         
         Léonard takes the book from his brother’s hands. He places it on the coffee table, then lightly shakes his sleeping king.

         
         “Jorge . . .”

         
         His brother opens one eye.

         
         “What’s up?”

         
         “Nothing, but you’d be more comfortable in bed.”

         
         “Oh, yeah  . . .”

         
         Jorge rubs his jaw, then stands up. A searing pain, starting in his left thigh, travels up his spine. He leans against the
            armrest of the couch.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” worries Léonard.

         
         “I must have pulled a muscle. I told you I was getting old!”

         
         He limps to the stairs, then grabs the railing.

         
         “I think I’ll sleep down here,” he says. “I’ll never be able to get up the stairs.”

         
         “I’ll help you,” Léonard offers. “Get on my back.”

         
         “Are you kidding me?”

         
         “No, get on my back.”

         
         Jorge clings to his brother’s neck and gets carried upstairs, where Léonard places him on his bed.

         
         “Damn! I’ve never seen anyone as strong as you!”

         
         “No problem, Jorge. I didn’t even break a sweat.”

         
         “Can you get me an aspirin?”

         
         Léonard returns a few minutes later with a glass of water and a pill.

         
         “Thank you, brother.”

         
         “If you can’t work tomorrow, I’ll do it on my own.”

         
         “This will all pass by tomorrow. It’s nothing, really. Tomorrow will be fine, Lennie.”

         
         “Okay, Jorge. Tomorrow will be fine. And it’s going to be another beautiful day, that’s for sure.”
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         Meyers crosses the station yard to the building where his apartment is. Two of his colleagues stare at him with hatred and
            contempt, but the lieutenant nods to them all the same. Despite the irrefutable evidence, despite the captain’s failed escape
            attempt, despite his refusal to submit a DNA sample, some of his colleagues still don’t believe that Solers is guilty.
         

         
         Too difficult, no doubt, to imagine that one of their own could turn into a murderer.

         
         In time, they’ll realize the obvious, but some will continue to hold a grudge against Meyers. Because by unearthing this secret,
            the lieutenant has tarnished the entire station. His detractors prefer silence and lies to shame.
         

         
         Meyers knows the days ahead are going to be tough.

         
         He knows that truth has a price.

         
         As he enters the building, he comes across a group of people. Three policemen are huddled around Gisèle Solers. The captain’s
            wife is in tears, and the men are trying to console and comfort her. A double heartbreak for her: finding out her husband
            has cheated on her with Lola Tournier and that the father of her children is a murderer.
         

         
         Despite his unease, Meyers decides not to look away. “I’m sorry, Gisèle.”

         
         She eyes him like a panther about to attack its prey. So she, too, is still in denial.

         
         “You’re sorry? I don’t think so!”
         

         
         “I assure you, I would have preferred to be wrong.”

         
         “And I guarantee that soon you’ll be very sorry!”
         

         
         The lieutenant sighs. “No need to threaten me. I was just doing my job.”

         
         He heads up the stairs and hears two words spoken behind his back.

         
         Two words that feel like a dagger between his shoulder blades.

         
         Dirty traitor.

         
         He takes refuge in his apartment and kisses his children, who are already in bed. He sits for a few moments, talking with
            them, reassuring them, before he joins his wife in the living room.
         

         
         “How are you?” she inquires.

         
         “I’ve been better,” admits her husband. “But I had no choice.”

         
         Mathilde remains stone-faced, and Meyers, taken aback, drops into a chair.

         
         “I had no choice,” he insists.

         
         “Mathieu isn’t in prison; he’s on the run,” she says at last. “And I doubt he’ll ever be found—so there’s not much risk to
            him. As for Lola Tournier, she’s dead and nothing will bring her back.”
         

         
         “So what?” her husband asks, aghast. “Was I supposed to let Solers go on living his life after he slaughtered a young woman?”

         
         “You’ll destroy your career. No one will ever speak to us again, and you’ll be transferred to the most miserable corner of
            France. And we’ll have to come with you.”
         

         
         He stands up from the table and puts on his uniform jacket.

         
         “Are you leaving?”

         
         “I’m not hungry anymore. And I’m on call tonight.”

         
         He slams the apartment door. The price will be even higher than he feared.

         
         He returns to his office, gulps down a cup of coffee and heads to the basement. He discreetly passes the door to the hallway where the cells are, and he overhears a brigadier talking to the sole prisoner. 

         
         “I’m sure you’re innocent, Captain. I think Meyers has gone nuts.”

         
         “And I think he’s always hated me! Maybe because his wife likes me a little too much?”

         
         The lieutenant clears his throat before he approaches. Catching sight of him, the brigadier quickly turns his back in disdain.

         
         On the other side of the Plexiglas wall, the captain stares fiercely at him.

         
         “I came to see if you want a coffee or something,” the lieutenant offers.

         
         “I want to see my wife and kids.”

         
         “You know that’s not possible.”

         
         Solers sits down on the concrete bench, which has been padded with several cushions, and continues to stare at his new enemy.

         
         “You’re going to make a fool of yourself, Maxime.”

         
         “I’m afraid not,” replies Meyers. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have refused to give a DNA sample this afternoon.”

         
         “I don’t have to put up with this crap!”

         
         “If it would exonerate you, you obviously would have agreed. Tomorrow, the judge will indict you for the murder of Lola Tournier
            and for the pitiful stunt you pulled in my office. Then you’ll await trial in the isolation wing of the prison—the same prison
            where Jorge Mathieu wasted sixteen years of his life.”
         

         
         “Are you in love with him or what?”

         
         “Mathieu? I don’t really care about him. The only thing that matters to me is the truth. Truth and justice.”

         
         Solers gets up and again draws near to his opponent’s battered face.

         
         “No one will believe I’m guilty.”

         
         Meyers looks at him with pity in his eyes.

         
         “Yes they will, Yves. You’ll stand trial and get at least twenty years. Good night, Captain.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Meyers dozes fitfully in his office chair. He’s having a nightmare where Solers is cleared by the court and he himself is
            discharged from the police. The ringing of his cell phone jerks him out of his sleep.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Meyers, it’s Riva. Sorry to wake you.”

         
         “What’s up?”

         
         “I just got off the phone with General Marteul. . . .”

         
         Hearing this name, the lieutenant realizes that the situation is serious.

         
         “The Mathieu brothers have been located in Scotland. The authorities were alerted by a couple who recognized them.”

         
         “Really?” says Meyers, astonished.

         
         “Yes, two French tourists who had flown in the day before and had read an article in the newspaper that had the suspects’
            photos. As soon as they saw the youngest, they realized. What’s more, this idiot told them his name was Léonard and that he
            was with his brother Jorge! They quickly made the connection, as you can imagine.”
         

         
         The lieutenant closes his eyes for a second.

         
         “Anyway, they notified the local police, who went to check the place out. They sent men to keep watch on the cottage the Mathieu
            brothers have rented. The Scots are almost certain that these are our two fugitives.”
         

         
         “Do they know that Jorge is innocent of Sarah’s murder and almost certainly of Lola’s, too?”

         
         “Yes, of course, I shared the latest developments in the investigation with the general and he assured me he’s been in constant communication with the Scottish police. In any case, the Mathieu brothers are still guilty of kidnapping a police officer—or had you forgotten?” 

         
         “No, I remember,” says Meyers.

         
         “They will be arrested tomorrow morning with assistance from the UK’s National Crime Agency, and I wanted you to be kept in
            the loop.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Your Honor. I hope everything goes well.”

         
         “Me, too, Meyers.”
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         Léonard looks out of his small bedroom window. The sky is clear; it’s going to be a beautiful day.

         
         Actually, every day is beautiful in Glen Affric.

         
         He quietly goes downstairs and feeds Ness. Then he puts bread in the toaster and makes coffee. On the table, he sets out the
            orange marmalade, bread, cups, and silverware.
         

         
         Just then, his brother comes down.

         
         “Hi, Jorge!”

         
         “Hi, Lennie. Sleep well?”

         
         “Yeah, did you? It looks like you’re not limping anymore.”

         
         “It’s a little better,” confirms Jorge. “Still kinda hurts, but I’ll be fine.”

         
         They sit down across from each other and enjoy their breakfast.

         
         “When are we going to the manor?” asks Léonard.

         
         “This afternoon.”

         
         “So I can go for a walk this morning? Awesome!”

         
         Jorge stares at him tenderly.

         
         “Lennie, the tireless.”

         
         “I’m a Highlander!” Léonard laughs. “Nothing and no one can kill me!”

         
         Jorge gets up from the table and opens the front door. As day breaks over Glen Affric, a layer of mist lingers in the forest surrounding the cottage. Jorge lights a cigarette before settling into his favorite armchair. 

         
         A few minutes later, he notices a furtive movement between the trees. In a flash, his instincts warn him of imminent danger.
            He slowly walks back into the cottage and closes the door behind him.
         

         
         Paralyzed, he stands motionless in the hallway.

         
         It was a deer, a doe—it can’t be the hunters.

         
         Not here, not yet!

         
         For pity’s sake—

         
         He hurries to the sliding door at the back side of the cottage and scans beyond the porch to the red moorland stretching out
            under the pines. Through the curtains, he clearly sees the silhouette of a man moving closer, hunched over.
         

         
         This time, there can be no doubt.

         
         This time, it’s over.

         
         Here, already.

         
         There will be no mercy.

         
         “Lennie?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge?”

         
         “Lennie, I . . .”

         
         Léonard comes to join his brother, petrified in front of the glass door.

         
         “What is it, Jorge?”

         
         Tears well up in the young man’s eyes.

         
         “I think they’ve found us—I think . . . they’re outside.”

         
         “Outside?” repeats Léonard. “What—you mean the police, Jorge?”

         
         His brother pulls him farther away, realizing that they’re perfect targets in front of the glass.

         
         “Just sit there,” he orders. “There, against the wall.”

         
         He crawls to get his backpack and then returns to Léonard. He takes the three pistols out of the bag. What use can they be now? 

         
         Suddenly, a voice booms outside.

         
         A voice that shatters their last hopes.

         
         A voice that murders them. Just as another voice murdered Jorge, long ago.

         
         Jorge Mathieu, the court sentences you to twenty-two years’ imprisonment.

         
         “What did he say?” whispers Léonard, terrified.

         
         His throat crushed by emotion, Jorge struggles to answer. “He . . . he wants us to come out with our hands in the air.”

         
         The voice rings out again, and Léonard starts to tremble.

         
         “He says the house is surrounded. If we don’t come outside, they’ll storm the place.”

         
         A tear rolls down Léonard’s cheek, and Jorge takes him in his arms.

         
         “It’s okay, Lennie. It’s okay, brother.”

         
         “Are we going to die, Jorge? We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

         
          

         Meyers pulls Captain Solers, handcuffed, into the back of the car and sits down next to him. Major Brunet takes the wheel
            of the Peugeot, and, watched by a dozen silent officers, they exit the yard, heading for the courthouse some thirty miles
            away.
         

         
         Still in his uniform, Solers doesn’t have the same presence as he did the day before. One night in a cell is enough to take
            the shine off his good looks.
         

         
         “Turn on the flashers and step on the gas,” pleads Meyers. “Let’s get it over with.”

         
         “I hear the Mathieu brothers are sightseeing in Scotland,” says Solers with a tight smile. “So it won’t be long before I see
            them come back to the slammer. It’s going to be an emotional reunion, I can’t wait!”
         

         
         “Stop being a smart-ass,” Meyers advises him. “Save your strength for later. You’re going to need it, believe me.”

         
         The Peugeot pulls into the left lane, siren blaring. Lieutenant Meyers contemplates the landscape but sees nothing.

         
         His mind is elsewhere.

         
         Far from here.

         
         In Glen Affric.

         
          

         Jorge still holds his brother close.

         
         How can he save Léonard? Save him from imprisonment or death?

         
         He tries to think, to find an answer.

         
         He tries to think, even though he already knows there’s no way out, no escape.

         
         The end of the journey. This beautiful journey.

         
         He strokes his brother’s back, snuggles up against him. He feels his fear, his pain. They mirror his own.

         
         Yes, it was a beautiful trip, a wonderful dream.

         
         “It’s all my fault, Jorge!” whimpers Léonard between sobs. “I—I talked to those French people! I couldn’t remember . . . my
            name was Liam and yours was Victor . . . because I’m too dumb!”
         

         
         Jorge leans his head against the wall and closes his eyes.

         
         “It doesn’t matter, Lennie. It doesn’t matter, brother.”

         
         He tightens his embrace and runs a hand over Léonard’s beardless face.

         
         The face of a child.

         
         “It’s not your fault, Lennie. It’s not your fault, you hear me?”

         
         “You’re not mad at me?”

         
         “No, Lennie. I’ll never be mad at you—never in all my life.”

         
         Léonard stops trembling and wipes away his tears.

         
         “We’re going to surrender,” says Jorge quietly.

         
         Léonard shakes his head.

         
         “I don’t want to go back there! And neither do you. You’ll be there for the rest of your life, Jorge!”

         
         “We have no choice, Lennie.”

         
         Outside, the voice threatens them again.

         
         One last summons before the assault.

         
         “We have no choice. They’re going to take us back to France and—”

         
         “I don’t want to go back to prison!”

         
         “You won’t get a harsh sentence,” claims Jorge.

         
         Léonard grabs the Glock and presses it against his stomach.

         
         “That’s not true, Jorge. I know it’s not true. And in there, I’m going to die.”

         
         “If we don’t go outside—if we don’t obey them—you’ll get hurt or even killed!”

         
         A smile appears on Léonard’s face. “Tell me what it’ll be like.”

         
         Jorge looks at him in despair.

         
         “Tell me about it, Jorge. One last time. Then we’ll go outside.”

         
         “Okay, Lennie. We . . . we’ll buy a house on Loch Affric. It’s . . . it’s a white house, with a gray roof and—”

         
         “A red door,” continues Léonard. “There’s another house next door, isn’t there?”

         
         Jorge nods before continuing. “Yes, a small house, just for guests.”

         
         “Then we can bring Sacha and Arsène, and Victoria, too! And Mona, she’ll always be with us.”

         
         “Yes, always close by. We’ll go fishing on the lake whenever we feel like it,” the young man continues, fighting back tears.

         
         The voice still calls out to them, but they no longer hear it.

         
         “And when we’re done fishing?” asks Léonard.

         
         “We can warm up by the fire.”

         
         “And I’ll take care of the firewood!”

         
         “Yes, Lennie. You’ll do a great job, I’m sure—”

         
         “And over there, no one will know we did time, so we can walk with our heads held high!”

         
         “Yes, with our heads held high—”

         
         “And we’ll never be cold again, right Jorge?”

         
         “No, Lennie. Never again.”

         
         Léonard closes his eyes, immersed in this delicious dream.

         
         Their dream.

         
         Yes, they could have lived it. They almost did.

         
         Leaving Glen Affric—being locked up again, after all this freedom. Surviving between those sad, gray walls, forgetting day
            by day the colors of the sky and the brightness of the stars. The taste of earth and the scent of flowers or wood. The warmth
            of a fire, the softness of a caress. The tenderness of a mother, the friendship of a brother. Victoria’s love.
         

         
         Leaving Glen Affric—their dreams buried by violence, fear, and injustice.

         
         Leaving Glen Affric—going back to being the butt of every joke.

         
         Léonard shakes his head gently from side to side.

         
         No, John. This is where you have to live, for all eternity. Here, at home, in Glen Affric.

         
         He gets to his knees, facing his brother, and looks him straight in the eye, one hand on his shoulder.

         
         “I want to stay here, Jorge. With you.”

         
         This time, it’s Jorge’s face that’s soaked with tears.

         
         “One time you told me I couldn’t die—”

         
         “Lennie, listen to me, please!”

         
         “You told me I couldn’t die until I saw Glen Affric. Remember, Jorge?”

         
         His brother nods.

         
         “Now that Mona’s gone, you’re all I have. So I don’t want to be in prison and away from you. Do you understand, Jorge?”

         
         Jorge remains silent. He knows that Léonard will be sent back to prison for several years. He knows he won’t survive this new ordeal. 

         
         The two brothers stare at each other, glowing embers in their eyes.

         
         I don’t want to go back, either. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life there, to hear the gates close behind me again,
               to feel my flesh tear against the barbed wire.

         
         I no longer have the strength to run away or to fight. I no longer have the strength to face injustice and hatred.

         
         “Do you understand, Jorge?” Léonard asks again.

         
         “Yes, Lennie, I understand.”

         
          

         The police car takes the exit ramp and drives past a hideous shopping plaza. Lieutenant Meyers can hardly breathe.

         
         Something in his chest. A huge weight.

         
         Behind the wheel, Brunet runs one traffic light after another as he heads for the city center. The Peugeot pulls up in front
            of the courthouse, and Meyers pulls Solers out of the vehicle. He and Brunet escort the prisoner to Judge Riva’s office, where
            the defendant’s lawyer is waiting. Once their cargo has been delivered, the two officers sit down in the hallway.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” Brunet asks worriedly.

         
         Meyers doesn’t answer. His eyes are as sad as a rainy day.

         
         “Hey, Maxime, you did the right thing, you know?”

         
         “For sure,” mutters Meyers. “For sure. . . .”

         
         If only he could talk to them. Tell them not to do anything stupid.

         
         Above all, don’t do anything stupid!

         
         If only they knew that Jorge had been cleared of the crimes he was accused of.

         
         If only Meyers had realized sooner.

         
         If only he were in Glen Affric—

         
          

         Jorge and Léonard contemplate the old postcard of Scotland, yellowed by time.

         
         
            Mom,

            I’m doing great, don’t worry about me.

            Jorge

         

         The two brothers stand up and walk down the hallway. In Jorge’s right hand, the SIG Sauer. In Léonard’s, the Glock. Against
            his chest, the postcard.
         

         
         “Do you think Ness will find a new home?”

         
         “I’m sure of it,” Jorge consoles him. “He’s a nice cat and he’ll find a nice family to welcome him.”

         
         “Like me, then—”

         
         They hug each other.

         
         “Are you ready, Lennie?”

         
         “Yes, Jorge. I’m ready.”

         
         Jorge pushes open the door, and they step out onto the porch.

         
         A sea of assault rifles faces them.

         
         It was a Thursday morning, November 6. It was raining but—

         
         “But it wasn’t cold,” murmurs Léonard. “We’re coming, Mom. Jorge and I.”

         
         “Put down your guns!” shouts the voice. “Put down your guns immediately!”

         
         In their hearts, the same strength.

         
         In their veins, the same blood.

         
         Léonard and Jorge exchange a look and a smile. Then they point their unloaded pistols at the NCA officers.

         
         A deafening noise rips through the mist of Glen Affric.

         
         Hit in the forehead, Jorge is the first to fall.

         
         Riddled with bullets, Léonard collapses in turn. He tumbles down the porch steps and slumps into the dewy grass. Before his big green eyes close, he has time to catch a glimpse of Càrn Eige, Mam Sodhail, and Loch Affric. 

         
          

         Dying. Here, now.

         
         Living here for all eternity.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         “From talking to his friends, I found out that he loved cats, flowers, and the forest. He was kind and always ready to help
            others—always there to protect them. What I know myself is that he was sincere and loyal. He was very strong, too. Really
            strong. He . . . he was incredibly brave, I’m sure. He was a beautiful boy, a beautiful person.”
         

         
         When Lieutenant Meyers told her the terrible news, Angélique didn’t react. She just faded a little more, the way a candle’s
            flame slowly fades.
         

         
         Meyers looks away at the dreary walls of the visiting room.

         
         “His life wasn’t easy, but . . . but he was loved. And he was in love, too.”

         
         The lieutenant leans over to get an envelope out of his bag and hands it to the young woman.

         
         “These are the last shots of him and his brother Jorge. The ones we found at the place where . . .” He trails off.

         
         “Anyway, I had some prints made for you,” adds Meyers. “So you can keep them, Miss Maréchal.”

         
         Angélique hesitates before opening the envelope. Then, slowly, she flips through the photos in her hands, consumed by anguish
            and loneliness.
         

         
         Léonard, arms crossed, facing the sea, defying the north wind, laughing out loud.

         
         Léonard, in front of Edinburgh Castle. Aboard the Jacobite Queen, a hand pointing toward Urquhart Castle. Posing next to the Loch Ness monster, by the River Affric, and on the summit of Mam Sodhail. 

         
         Léonard, holding a large white-and-orange cat in his arms.

         
         Léonard, one arm around his brother, in front of a cottage lost in the middle of Glen Affric.

         
         “He had a girlfriend,” says Meyers as he prepares to leave. “Her name is Victoria. And when I asked her who Léonard was, she . . .
            she simply said: Lennie had the smile of a child, the eyes of an innocent, and the heart of a giant.”
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