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         Herstedvester Prison, mixed custody level

          
   

         It was ten o’clock at night. The cells would be locked in an hour. A fluorescent tube on the gym’s ceiling flickered; the golden letters on the black leather of the sandbag had worn off, and the inside protruded between the cracks and gaps from the generations of makeshift repairs, like the sack was a hatching pupa. Nina didn’t care what state things were in. The prison gym was her refuge, a vacant zone late at night while her fellow prisoners watched television or were on Facebook; where she could do her sit-ups and push-ups in peace, skip until she tasted blood. Reflect and think, despite there not being much to think about right now—in a prison.

         The sandbag rocked back after a combination of even, hard punches, and Nina let loose all her pent-up frustration, restlessness—and anxiety—on the innocent sandbag. She sidestepped and delayed the sack’s lazy swing with a score of quick, stinging jabs. Finally, it hung still and defeated, and Nina leaned forward, supporting the training gloves on her knees as she gasped for breath. After a few minutes, she wiped the sweat from her brow and straightened up. She wasn’t worn out yet and looked around for other options for combat training.

         There was a boxing ring of official dimensions in the middle of the gym. The ring’s canvas floor had strange stains in every shade ranging from pale yellow to dark brown. She straightened up completely, absently considering the boxing ring’s frayed rope and crooked posts. The fluorescent bulb on the ceiling cracked and died. The brown panels, lime-green walls and linoleum floor were impregnated with stale sweat—a stench that would disappear the day someone demolished the building and replaced it with a suite of offices for the Prison Service’s self-made, all-invading swarm of lawyers and accountants. So, Nina jogged over toward a tall cracked mirror on the wall and began a new fierce battle with the slender opponent inside the glass.

          
   

         Someone clapped behind her, and Nina whirled around—blocks up, ready for anyone. Then she lowered her hands and smiled a little. It was Martin, the only prison officer she demeaned herself to talk to. He leaned against the door frame with his arms crossed. He was dressed in dark blue uniform pants, black shoes and a short-sleeved light blue shirt. Keys and a pepper spray hung from his uniform belt.

         She recovered her breath and looked at him calmly.

         - Martin …

         - Nina … It’s looking good. Really, really good.

         She shrugged, not entirely indifferent to his opinion. Martin had been a talented amateur boxer until a motorcycle accident put paid to his career. His nose had been broken and the scar tissue on one side was stiffened; his eyebrows were split, which gave his attractive face a raw danger that was contradicted by his kind, brown eyes.

         - Do you really think so? she asked.

         She pulled her hand out of one of the gloves and wiped her forehead.

         Martin sauntered closer.

         - Yes … definitely … except …

         Nina rolled her eyes. - Except what? Come on, then.

         - The usual: You lower your right when jabbing from the left. You’re inviting a counter-hook … in my opinion.

         Nina snorted mockingly.

         - So, you’re Rocky Balboa now?

         She turned her back on him, went over to the boxing ring and slid in between the ropes. Then she stood in the center of the ring and looked at him challengingly.

         - I’m open to lessons. If you’re brave enough.

          
   

         Martin hesitated. If anyone found him in the ring with an inmate, he’d be fired and thrown out on the spot. But, then again, Nina was irresistible; so feminine with her long blonde hair gathered in a tight ponytail, long neck, and body like an athletic star. She’d been imprisoned with her much younger protégé Gabriela for sixteen months. After two months, where they’d only exchanged innocent remarks, an unexpected and very unwelcome chemistry had arisen between them, and they had then used every opportunity for breathless, stolen and intense forbidden trysts—usually of a sexual nature. Or to fight.

         He looked over his shoulder.

         - This is fucking stupid, Nina. What if someone came in. The shit would really hit the fan then.

         - Don’t you have the keys to the door?

         - Yeah, but …

         The ceiling light gleamed in the sweat on her shoulders. The thin white top clung to her body, highlighting her nipples. She shrugged.

         - So … all talk, Martin? Typical.

         She walked toward a corner of the ring.

         With a hot-tempered motion, he pulled off his shirt and looked around for a pair of gloves and a leather helmet.

         - Fuck you, he muttered.

         - Remember the mouth guard, she smiled.

          
   

         He was already angry when he ducked in between the ropes and tightened his boxing gloves with his teeth. Nina hid a smile. Martin was hard to embarrass. His parents had nurtured him with natural confidence. He was fundamentally decent, unambitious in the conventional sense, never assertive or unstable. There was nothing he wanted more than to play guitar and tinker with his motorcycles. He was completely different from the men she’d been so tragically attracted to in her former, largely forgotten, life.

         She focused on his broad chest and his hands, which automatically slid into the standard block position. The two were almost the same height, but he was naturally far stronger than her.

          
   

         After only two minutes, Martin had to face defeat with bitterness—and he had no idea why. He was so much more experienced and technically proficient than she was. His combination of punches was more varied, and he had a longer reach than Nina.

         But it was as if all that meant nothing. Nina fought as though her life was on the line. Their exchange of punches became harder and more serious with every second. Pearls of sweat adorned their heads like halos when a blow landed with precision. He tried to dominate her with his weight and reach, force her into the corners of the ring, but she slid away from him like wet soap, feinted past him, took the center of the ring like it was named after her—and there was nothing he could do about it. She was as fast as an excited civet cat, always moving, advancing. Martin’s ingenious, weighty combinations were parried by her precise jabs and counter punches. He wiped his nose and saw blood on his glove.

         - Shit!

         She pointed to his helmet and mimed “I can’t hear you” teasingly, which enraged him even more.

         He got a stitch in his side, which made his lungs wheeze, but her expression was closed and relentless. She looked as though she could keep going until the sun went down. Then she hit him with an iron-hard hook on his left ear, and darkness closed in around him and opened again. He moaned, blinked, and found her gray-blue, merciless eyes facing him again.

         Finally—the moment he’d been waiting for: her instinctive weakness, which he had repeatedly pointed out to her. Jabbing with her left hand, she lowered her right block, exposing herself to his left hook. He punched with all his might, but there was no contact. She’d duped him. It was all a rehearsed trap. She ducked under his left arm, went into a clinch, and the last thing he noticed was Nina’s uppercut heading for his unprotected jaw.

         When Martin came to, he was sitting legs spread in the corner of the ring with his back to the post. He shook his head until the room regained its accustomed shapes, sizes and colors. Nina helped him stand up, despite his knees giving way a few times. Then she helped him get the leather helmet off and take the bloody mouthguard out of his mouth. He felt as humbled and helpless as a five-year-old.
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