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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.
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         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.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2

         
         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
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