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			Prologue

			The shrink pushed the glass ashtray away from her. Although the blinds were three-­quarters down, a shaft of sunlight penetrated the room, picking out the smoke curling upwards.

			“Would you care to tell me how it all began?”

			With a flick of his wrist, the man stubbed out his cigarette.

			“It’s a story that has several beginnings,” he said.

			The shrink was rolling a pen nervously between her fingers. It was plain she was intimidated by the man facing her.

			“You do know why you’re here, don’t you?”

			“Because I killed two people. Are you worried it’ll become a habit?”

			“You only killed one, and that was in self-­defence. As for the second death . . .”

			The man didn’t let her finish. He snapped:

			“A member of my team is dead. It was my responsibility. It amounts to the same thing.”

			Searching in his breast pocket, he took out a crumpled packet of cigarettes. The pen spun round in the shrink’s fingers.

			“Few people have experienced what you had to face. No-­one would dare judge you. I simply want us to go back to the beginning.”

			“From the murder or the prison escape?”

			“A bit before that.”

			“So from the kidnapping of the boy?”

			“That’s a good place to start. And please, leave nothing out.”

			The man shrugged and lit another cigarette.

			“I really don’t see the point; I’ve already made my decision.”

			“I insist. Besides, as you know, in such circumstances this conversation of ours is obligatory.”

			He blew out a long mouthful of smoke, then reluctantly began:

			“My name is Coste. Victor Coste. I’m a capitaine with Seine-­Saint-­Denis Police Judiciaire.”

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			BETWEEN FOUR WALLS

			“You’re all alone in here. And if one day you think

			you’ve made a friend . . . don’t trust him”

			Scalpel
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			Three months earlier

			Marveil Prison

			B Wing – New arrivals’ cells

			Madly in love. Almost totally reliant on her. Suffocating. She needed air. And the further she backed away, the more he fell into a morbid depression. Too many pills, his nerves shredded.

			One evening, suitcases in the hall, she said goodbye. He refused to accept it, blocked her way out. She told him about the other man, and something snapped in his brain. He attacked, punching her in the face. The shock made her lose her balance and she crouched on the floor, terrified by this first ever display of violence. Her nose was pouring blood. He looked at her lips, thinking another man had kissed her there, and pounced on her, hitting her again and again with both fists, sending her head rocking from side to side. Like an artist slashing his canvas in a fury.

			In their report, the police stated that the victim’s face was completely staved in. The paramedics tried unsuccessfully to save her left eye.

			Following his arrest, he had seen a psychiatrist and been given some pills to keep him calm. But nothing now for more than twenty hours. Nothing since appearing before the magistrate, who decided he should remain in custody.

			He had gone from the holding cell at the court to the cage of the police van, and from the van to the one-­man cells at Marveil Prison reserved for new arrivals for their first few nights.

			Before the wood and metal door clanged shut behind him, he asked the guard:

			“How is she?”

			The guard was half his age, but wanted to play the grown-­up.

			“Step back so I can close the door.”

			“Will you be coming back? I can’t be left without my meds.”

			“Tomorrow you’re seeing the chief officer for your evaluation. You can make an official request to visit the shrink, and if everything goes well you’ll have your pills within a fortnight. Especially if you behave, if you take a step back and let me close the door.”

			“O.K., but what about tonight?”

			The guard dropped his hand to the tear gas canister on his belt, and the detainee took a step back.

			“O.K., O.K. Can I at least have a cigarette and a light? I haven’t had a smoke for three days.”

			“You’re not the only one. Let me finish my round and I’ll come back.”

			 

			Marveil Prison

			C.T.T.V. – 11.30 p.m.

			On the control monitors, the cells of new arrivals all displayed the same scene. Every new detainee was sitting on his bunk, staring into space as he tried to come to terms with his situation. Above all, to accept it. Hope prolongs time, frays the nerves. Resignation allows you to be at peace. Accepting the sentence is the only way to make it bearable. But this can take time.

			In cell No. 6, the prisoner stood up. In the control room, the two night-­duty officers were taking it in turns to heat their meals in the microwave. The prisoner wrapped himself in his sheets and blanket and sat in the centre of his cell. One of the guard’s meals was rotating in the microwave, reheating the previous evening’s gratin. A first wisp of smoke rose from the sheets and the blanket’s synthetic fibres. The microwave pinged: the food was ready. The guard picked up his Tupperware, opened it without much enthusiasm, and, seeing that the small table had already been occupied by his colleague’s plate and magazines, went over to the chair in front of the screens. He put down his cutlery, unfolded his napkin, looked up. He shouted:

			“Fire! Oh fuck, Number 6 has set himself alight!”

			The flames leaped up so high that the C.C.T.V. cut out, leaving only a blank screen.

			The two guards ran out to join their colleague doing the rounds, who had been alerted by their cries. He had already begun to unroll the fire hose, so the three of them started to pull it towards Cell No. 6. The one at the far end of the corridor, of course.

			“Pull, for fuck’s sake! Pull!”

			The man shouting, plainly the one in charge, barked an order at the younger man.

			“Demarco! Open the cell, we’ll flood it! Get a move on!”

			They rushed past Cell No. 3, came to the end of the hose, pulled harder and undid a knot, gained a metre, got past No. 5 and came to an abrupt halt, the hose stretched to its limit, exactly fifty centimetres from the door to No. 6. Impossible to train it on the blaze, to send so much as a drop of water in that direction. Demarco stood paralysed in the doorway, staring at the intense fireball surrounded by flames so high by now they were licking at the walls and ceiling. The sheets and blanket were melting, combining with the prisoner’s skin in a fusion of cloth, plastic and flesh. And there was a ghastly smell of grilled meat.

			“The hose is too short!”

			“Impossible! Pull, for fuck’s sake! Shit, Demarco, give us a hand!”

			But even if the three men had had the strength of six, it would have made no difference. The hosepipe had been a metre short since it was installed, and had never been inspected.

			One of the guards ran for an extinguisher. Skin and flesh had already been consumed, leaving the fat to burn and give off a choking black smoke. After howling for what seemed like an eternity, the prisoner had fallen silent.

			With two extinguishers emptied on him, the white chemical foam turned his charred body into a snowman.

			The guard in charge called it a “barbecue”. He said it wasn’t the first he’d seen, but he wanted to give the new guy, the one doing the rounds, some comfort.

			“There was nothing we could do, right? Do you hear me, Demarco?”

			Demarco didn’t reply, and it was more than likely he hadn’t even heard these words of encouragement. He only seemed to wake up when he caught his colleague’s next remark.

			“We’re going to have to inform the Rotunda so they beef up searches on new arrivals. How did he manage to set himself alight?”

			Hearing this, Demarco’s stomach churned. He slid his hand down to his trousers pocket. Empty. The older guard saw the new recruit’s face go from shocked white to sickly green.

			“You should never have seen this on your first week, Demarco. I’m really sorry. I’ll ask them to give you a day off.”

			Demarco nodded and went off to the toilets, letting the others think he was going to throw up. On his own in front of the mirror, he searched desperately in his jacket pockets. Empty as well. He almost passed out, had to brace himself against the wall.

			The chief officer woke the prison governor up in the middle of the night, in his charming Marveil home. The lights went on from room to room as he strode through, telephone to his ear. His subordinate continued his report.

			“Given the way the new guard looked, I bet he was the one who left his lighter with the prisoner.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I searched the prisoner when he came in. He had nothing on him.”

			In his kitchen, the governor poured himself a glass of cold water. He waved reassuringly at his wife, who was leaning on the door jamb, encouraging her to go back to bed.

			“O.K. Give him a few days off. If he comes to see you with feelings of remorse, send him to me. Let’s make sure the blame is laid elsewhere: the prison isn’t responsible for people who die here.”
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			The town of Marveil houses the largest prison complex in Europe. Like an undesirable neighbour, an evil twin. The two cover exactly the same area: a hundred and forty hectares. If you take a map of Marveil and fold it in two, the town and the prison fit exactly over one another, as symmetrical as a Rorschach test.

			To make matters worse, prisons are known only by the name of the place where they are based. So, if you say you live in Fresnes or Fleury-­Mérogis, people immediately think you’re a killer or a rapist. Marveil is no exception to the rule.

			A prison the size of a town, where the mayor is the prison governor, the police are the prison guards, and the inhabitants are all criminals.

			Five hundred metres from the town centre where families do their weekly shopping are the first rolls of barbed wire topping the flaking walls of this brutalist concrete monster, hailed as “a model for the French penal system” when it was opened in 1970.

			Nowadays it’s no more than a violent jungle the guards watch over from a safe distance. They don’t dare enter the cells or the exercise yard. An environment where the toughest jailbird becomes as vulnerable as a soap bubble.

			And it’s in this mad dog kennel that Nunzio Mosconi, known as Nano, has found himself. Twenty-­two years old, attractive enough, not exactly well-­built, but above all not well-­prepared. He carried out a successful raid on a jeweller’s, but was then stupid enough to go around wearing a registered luxury watch. The mistake of a greenhorn, a novice.

			Bad karma, Nano.

			 

			Alex was waiting patiently outside the main prison gate. She stamped her third cigarette out on the ground. All around her, other women as well as entire families were waiting to visit, in a vast car park surrounded by fields. No-­one was there to receive them, but a loudspeaker over the door spat out a list of names. Hearing her own called, Alex headed for reception, carrying a small black sports bag. Behind the bulletproof glass, the guards’ blank stares. Prisoners themselves.

			“I’ve come to see Nunzio Mosconi.”

			“And you are?”

			“Alex Mosconi. His sister.”

			Her name checked on the visitors’ list. A bell, the sound of a door being unlocked. To the right of the huge main entrance, a smaller door had opened. Alex went through a metal detector, then an X-­ray tunnel, clutching the sports bag, hoping its contents would bring her brother some comfort. She was directed to the Rotunda, the prison’s nerve centre.

			From the Rotunda, the prison wings branch out like a five-­pointed star. Each wing is separated from its neighbour by an exercise yard. They are designed to hold a maximum of eight hundred prisoners, making four thousand in total, but a clever usage of space (which some might call simply cramming the cells even fuller) has allowed Marveil to exceed its maximum capacity by a thousand inmates.

			Alex was escorted together with the other visitors towards a staircase and passageway leading to the visiting room. Every corridor, every cell is identical, so that once you are inside Marveil there are no distinguishing features. You could be anywhere in the prison. You’re nowhere.

			Alex swapped her national I.D. card for a visitor’s permit and was given a cubicle number. Her bag was opened and searched. Clean clothes, magazines, a pack of cards. By now she knew almost by heart the list of personal effects prisoners were permitted.

			The corridor door opened; another identity check, another metal detector. Three days earlier, a guard had had the sharpened end of a toothbrush stabbed into his throat. His carotid artery severed. Saved in extremis by the prison medics. Blood all over the white tiles. Authorities in a panic, prison staff on edge. Ever since, checks had been redoubled inside and outside the prison.

			Alex looked at the number she’d been given and headed for Cubicle No. 8. Transparent plexiglass screen, no chance of any privacy. Nano was waiting for her, head down. When the door to the cubicle opened, he looked up. Alex froze.

			“Shit . . . who did that to you?”

			Apart from the difference in gender and her being eight years older, Alex had exactly the same features as her brother. The same angelic face, pale green eyes, and a long, slender profile.

			“Say something, Nano.”

			He sniffed, and his dislocated nose sent an electric shock to the back of his brain. The stabbing pains from his swollen right eye and his aching ribs merged into one.

			“You don’t want to know. Besides, there’s nothing you can do. Did you see the lawyer?”

			Alex looked him up and down. Her kid brother was refusing to face reality.

			“I’m sorry, Nano. There’s no more lawyer. Apart from a reduced sentence, I don’t know what else we can hope for.”

			This was what hurt her the most: making him see reason when all he wanted was hope.

			“You know I’d take your place if I could,” she said somewhat inconsequentially.

			Nano replied, his voice choking:

			“You have to get me out of here, Alex. I’m dead meat. If they don’t kill me, I’ll end up doing myself in.”

			Behind them, a guard in ranger boots, uniform and blue short-­sleeved shirt came and checked their cubicle through the perspex. He dawdled, staring at Alex’s thighs, then calmly ogled her legs. Out in the street, she would have kneed him in the groin as a warning. In prison, she gritted her teeth and did nothing.

			“Nano! Tell me who left you like this!”

			“My cellmate.”

			“The bastard. Are you serious? The lawyer assured me new arrivals had a cell of their own.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought too. But they put me straight into the main wing. It seems there was a fire in the new arrivals’ cells last week. They’re still scraping the walls clean.”

			“Can’t you speak to the screws about it?”

			“They couldn’t give a fuck. They wouldn’t even spit on me if I was on fire.”

			Looking around cautiously to make sure nobody was watching, Alex plunged her hand into her bra and took out a S.I.M. card. The metal detectors were so badly tuned that if you were ingenious and bold enough you could smuggle anything into Marveil.

			“The sort you asked for. Do you think you can get hold of a mobile?”

			Nano put the card into his mouth and pushed it between his gums and cheek with his tongue.

			“It’s not for me. It’s for Machine.”

			“Machine?”

			“That’s my cellmate’s nickname. We all lose our real names in here. Everyone gets re-­baptised.”

			“And you? What do they call you?”

			“Smart Guy. Because I speak properly.”

			A loud bell rang insistently, marking the end of their visiting slot. Nano seized his sister’s hand.

			“Alex, can you do something for me?”

			“Anything you want,” she said firmly.

			The other visitors were already standing up, and since they were the only human distraction all week, all the prisoners were curious to see who had come to visit who. Out of envy or mockery. Nano lowered his eyes, because what he was about to ask was embarrassing for them both.

			“Before you go . . . kiss me on the mouth, will you? In front of the others.”

			At first, Alex didn’t follow. Then she realised her brother wanted to show he was a heterosexual in a place where any weakness is exploited.

			She stood up, and as she leaned across the table between them allowed her T-­shirt to ride up and reveal her hips. She hugged her brother and gave him a long, tender kiss. Long enough for everyone to get a good view. The guards, normally so quick to prevent any physical contact, gave them a few more seconds. The other prisoners took in her golden skin and curves, storing them up for nightfall.

			Alex left Cubicle No. 8 and, before following her escort out, turned back to Nano and shouted:

			“I love you, baby!”
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			C Wing – Cell 342

			Machine (murder) and Smart Guy (armed robbery)

			The guard’s heavy bunch of keys clanked as he opened the cell door. Nano was alone again with his cellmate. The door slammed behind him, and the lock turned with a sharp metallic sound that was as doom-­laden as a judge’s sentence.

			Narrow walls covered in posters of cars or full-­frontal nudes, a filthy floor, two flea-­ridden bunks, a flickering portable T.V. on 24/7, a wooden table singed by gas burners, toilet area screened off by a curtain. The smell of sweat, piss, heat and dirt. A barred window. No air.

			In the centre of the regulation nine square metres, an imposing black guy was counting out loud as he did press-­ups. He stopped at 230 and got to his feet covered in sweat, two damp patches under his arms, veins still standing out on his forehead. His nickname was apt.

			“Well, Doe Eyes, did you see your fancy man?”

			Nano sat on his bunk and laid the bag his sister had brought next to him.

			“It was my girlfriend.”

			“You don’t have a girlfriend, Doe Eyes. You’re queer.”

			Nano would definitely have preferred Smart Guy, the nickname he had invented for his sister. But his soft eyes, his youth and his delicate features counted against him, and made him a victim. He accepted the insult without reacting. It wasn’t the first.

			“Have you got my S.I.M. and my pack of cards?”

			Nano opened his bag and started rummaging for them, but Machine snatched it from him, emptied everything on to the cell floor, and picked up the pack of cards. Nano stuck his fingers into his mouth and handed him the S.I.M. card. He’d done what his cellmate had asked, so maybe he would be left alone for the afternoon. But it had been a long while since Machine had last had any visitors, and he was feeling frustrated. A frustration he knew of only one way to relieve.

			“Come here. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

			Nano stood up. Once, in a reckless moment of rebellion, he had refused to comply, but by now he knew that wasn’t a good idea. Machine lay down on his bunk.

			“Go gently, kid.”

			Nano kneeled down, closed his eyes, and took hold of Machine’s penis. He began to repeat to himself, like a prayer: “Twenty-­first day of remand. Maybe the twenty-­second will be better.”
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			C Wing exercise yard

			AKA: The Jungle

			One hour. 300 inmates, one guard in watchtower

			The twenty-­second day. Nano had slipped into a corner between a reinforced concrete wall and the barbed-­wire fence. He was in the midst of one of his favourite daydreams. Dreaming he was invisible. Invisible among a pack of wolves.

			Another of his daydreams took him back to his Corsican childhood, when he could run, eyes closed, along the beach without fear of colliding with an inmate or getting the barbed wire in his throat.

			Running with his eyes closed. Invisible. Free.

			Several hundred inmates were scattered around the yard. Some playing games, others smoking joints or exchanging the latest gossip. Boasting of their exploits or selecting their next target. Sizing the others up, judging them, challenging them. Several hundred inmates, every one of them a threat.

			In the north-­west corner, a watchtower twenty metres high. Inside its glass cabin, a guard was watching the comings and goings down below through a pair of binoculars. To prevent prisoners climbing up it, the watchtower wasn’t built directly on the ground, but on a plinth. This meant that below the cabin there was a blind spot it was better not to find yourself in.

			In Marveil, the future didn’t extend beyond the following day. This prospect had reduced Nano to despair. Shortness of breath, tunnel vision, lump in the throat. The symptoms of a panic attack, precisely where it was best not to have one. He knew he wasn’t going to be able to stand this much longer. No-­one, least of all him, was made to endure such a hell. Another inmate came and leaned back against the fence a metre from him.

			“Take a deep breath.”

			Nano focused on him for the first time. His body tensed: another person meant potential danger. He studied the newcomer: about forty, dull skin, shaven head, jaw set in a hard line, impenetrable dark look. The stranger went on:

			“Take a deep breath. If they see you blubbing, they’ll make you suffer for it.”

			Nano came out of himself.

			“I wasn’t going to cry.”

			“So much the better. What are you doing here?”

			“Armed robbery.”

			“I couldn’t give a fuck about that. Unless you’re a grass or a paedo, nobody gives a shit about why you’re in here. I’m asking what you’re doing so near the Ring?”

			Seeing Nano’s puzzled face, the stranger realised he would have to explain a few things to him.

			“Shit, how long have you been inside? You ought to know all this stuff. The area under the watchtower is called the Ring, and you don’t want to spend much time here. Come on, walk with me.”

			Nano knew that every expression of sympathy, every small act of kindness or piece of advice, had its cost. He didn’t want to get into debt. Jerking Machine off twice a day was bad enough.

			“I’m fine. I’ll stay where I am. I didn’t ask for anything, and I’ve nothing to give you.”

			“Take it easy, kid. You’re not my style . . .”

			The man’s attention was drawn to the far side of the yard. Worried, he repeated his advice.

			“. . . but believe me, you need to get away from here.”

			Twenty metres from them a stocky man, a kind of Aryan skinhead covered in tattoos, was sitting on a patch of tired-­looking grass. He was casually rolling himself a joint. A group of six young prisoners came up to him, pretending to be talking among themselves. Tall and thin, all of them in tracksuits, sniggering as they walked, they looked like hyenas, constantly glancing around as if expecting an attack from any direction. In fact, they were the ones preparing the assault. No sooner had they walked past the tattooed man than they turned on their heels, caught him by surprise, lifted him up and carried him over to the Ring. Trussed like a game bird, he kicked out and struggled, but in vain. Loud whistling all over the yard. Not from the guards, but from prisoners alerting others to the fun about to start. Someone was going to get a beating, and none of them wanted to miss it.

			In the opposite corner, Machine was playing poker with some other inmates. He looked over in the direction all the noise was coming from. A punishment in the Ring. He had doled out many more than he’d received, and they had long ceased to interest him. He turned back to the game.

			A dense crowd gathered under the watchtower, preventing Nano from seeing what was going on. Cries of pain mixed with joyous shouts of encouragement. In less than thirty seconds, the sixty or so spectators dispersed, leaving the victim’s inert body on the ground. His face was a bloody mess, and his left arm was twisted at an impossible angle. Two of the hyenas were delegated to grab him by the legs and drag him out of the Ring, leaving him visible to the guard in the watchtower. The sun glinted on his binoculars as he saw the body, and the loudspeaker crackled:

			“To the gate.”

			The hyenas dragged the body across the yard, leaving a bloodstained trail in their wake. They dropped him at the entry gate, which opened cautiously. The arms of several guards appeared; they took hold of the still unconscious prisoner, pulled him out of the yard, and the gate swung closed again. Officially, nothing had happened, and calm returned to the yard. Taken aback, Nano addressed the stranger.

			“Shit, they could have killed him. How can there be no surveillance at all over there?”

			“In the Ring? It’s somewhere to let off steam, to get rid of tension. If they didn’t do that here, they’d be fighting in their cells, the corridors or the canteen, and that scares the shit out of the guards. So they let them have this Ring where they can settle their arguments. The closer you are to it, the more you risk getting drawn in, and no offence, but you’re not exactly built for it.”

			There was a big red patch beneath the watchtower. Nano now realised the yard was probably even more dangerous than his cell. Even with that louse Machine. He held out his hand.

			“Thanks, pal. I’m Nunzio. Well, Nano.”

			“I know, Doe Eyes. I’m Gabriel. In here, Scalpel.”

			“Why?”

			“They say I slit a woman’s throat.”

			“And is it true?”

			Scalpel burst out laughing.

			“Obviously.”

			The bell rang to signal the end of exercise. Nano took advantage of his guardian angel to ask him for something.

			“I’m having a hard time in my cell. Do you think you could help me? I can get some money to you if you want.”

			All smiles, Scalpel patted him twice on the back.

			“You’re all alone in here. And if one day you think you’ve made a friend . . . don’t trust him.”
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			C Wing – Cell 342

			Machine (murder) and Doe Eyes (armed robbery)

			Machine entered the cell, fists clenched, obviously furious. When the door clanged shut behind him, he punched the wall twice as hard as he could. Nano shrank back on his mattress. Machine walked over to his bunk, slipped his hand under the pillow and took out a joint. He went back to the door, banged on it, and shouted in a deep voice:

			“Guard, hey, guard!”

			An eye darkened the spyhole.

			“Hey guard, give me a light.”

			“What happened to yours?”

			“I lost it at poker.”

			The sound of a key, then a lock, and the door opened. The guard held out his lighter and lit Machine’s joint. He took two deep drags. The guard disappeared in the sweet-­smelling cloud and the door closed again.

			Cannabis. Another way to get some peace. Many prisoners find themselves in Marveil on drugs-­related charges. Ironic then that their use is tolerated inside the prison.

			Before Machine could get it into his head to take it out on him, Nano tried to show some sympathy.

			“Sorry about your lighter.”

			Machine drew on his joint like a vacuum cleaner, making the tip glow bright red.

			“I also lost your pack of cards. You’ll have to get me another one.”

			“I’ll ask my girlfriend.”

			“You can also ask for some photos of her naked. Don’t mind sharing, do you?”

			Nano imagined Machine’s head being pounded against the wall.

			“No, of course not.”

			 

			C Wing – Cell 321

			Scalpel (homicide) and Chef (poisoning)

			Scalpel was finishing shaving while his cellmate, a seventy-­year-­old Turk with a spicy odour, was putting the final touches to a food heater made from a tin can and two bits of wire.

			One razor a month. The blunt blade nicked Scalpel’s throat. He stuck a scrap of toilet paper on it to stem the drops of blood.

			“Do you know Machine?”

			Chef was busy with his contraption and didn’t even bother to look up. He’d been given twelve years for poisoning, and over the past few had become the prison’s quartermaster. If anyone needed toilet supplies, decent food or fags, Chef could get them for you.

			“Yeah. He’s one of the Saint-­Ouen gang of blacks. Not an easy customer, and not very bright. A dangerous combination.”

			Scalpel wiped away what was left of the shaving cream and stroked his skin. After a pause, Chef continued:

			“Are you asking because of the kid? I saw you talking to him in the yard.”

			“Do you think we could do something?”

			“Whoa there, you know the first rule: protect yourself. I sell these animals food, that’s why they leave me alone. And also because I’m going to croak in here. They respect that. And you, since they’ve heard you chopped off your wife’s head, they’re scared you’ll do it to them.”

			“I slit her throat, I didn’t behead her. And she wasn’t my wife. I still have a wife. I hardly knew the other one. And besides, I didn’t do it.”

			Exasperated, the Turk raised his eyes to the heavens.

			“What are you saying? I had a hard enough time creating your legend. I even came up with your nickname. Do yourself a favour, Gabriel, forget that kid.”

			Scalpel checked the time, picked up his towel, and stood in front of the door.

			“Aren’t you coming to the beach, Chef?”

			“No, I have to finish this heater for 323.”

			 

			Together with ten other inmates, Scalpel followed the guard to the showers. Machine and Nano were first in line. Mould on the floor, broken, jagged floor tiles, the walls deeply imbedded with stains from every fluid the human body can produce, rats and ticks, guaranteed mycosis. Each of the prisoners stood under a rusty showerhead from which dribbled a thin stream of water.

			“You have ten minutes,” the guard shouted before leaving the room without any surveillance.

			Machine and Nano lined up next to Scalpel. Machine stared at him for several seconds. Scalpel wasn’t going to let this challenge go unnoticed.

			“Stop staring at me like that. I might fall for you. And you know what happens to the people I love.”

			Machine smiled, revealing two broken teeth. He knew the reputation of this man with shaven head and a dark, almost blank look in his eyes. He glanced round, then turned his attention back to Gabriel.

			“I think you’re clean enough now, Scalpel. You need to give us a bit of privacy.”

			No sooner had he said this than three young punks sauntered into the shower room. It quickly emptied of other prisoners. Nano kept his head down, while Gabriel weighed up the newcomers. If he roughed one of them up, maybe the others would back off. Machine was astonished he was still there.

			“Are you sure about this, Scalpel? Do you really not hear what I’m saying?”

			Gabriel remembered the first words Chef had said to him: “If there’s one thing there’s no shortage of here, it’s trouble. You can be sure you’ll have plenty of your own, so don’t go looking for other people’s, you’re bound to regret it.”

			He exchanged looks with Nano. The youngster’s slumped body spoke volumes. He had given in: he had become a victim. Gabriel reluctantly took his shower gel and towel and left. To Nano’s surprise, Machine did the same. For a brief moment, the youngster thought this meant he might win some respite. Picking up his things, he prepared to follow his cellmate, but Machine grasped him by the shoulder.

			“No. You stay here.”

			Nano looked anxiously at the three other inmates busily undressing. He said politely:

			“But I’ve finished.”

			“I know. But I lost you at poker as well.”
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			A few metres from the door to the shower room, Demarco was counting the prisoners for a third time. He’d already done it twice, and there was still one missing. Demarco had been working in the prison for less than a month, replacing Chabert, who had apparently had his carotid severed by a toothbrush that had been scraped against the floor until it was as sharp as a knife. He had been quick to identify the most dangerous spots: the exercise yard, the showers and the canteen. Rebaptised by the cons as the Jungle, the Beach and the Restaurant.

			The prison at Marveil had been through three distinct eras. From 1970 to 1990, it had kept to the recommended ratio of guards to prisoners. This allowed internal supervision that helped facilitate communal life among the most dangerous elements in society. In the nineties overcrowding began, together with budget cuts. With one guard for every hundred prisoners, trouble was inevitable. This meant the guards began the second great period of Marveil’s existence: the era of repression. Violent, sometimes unjust, constant and authorised. Out of fear, self-­protection and, as things drifted, occasionally for pleasure. This descent into violence, when permitted by the authorities, is known as the Lucifer Effect. In 1971, scientists and psychologists in the United States carried out an experiment at Stanford University, and the results proved that if you’re allowed to, you end up punishing others.

			Then after the year 2000, with even more prisoners, staff even more hard-­pressed, and horrific abuse a daily occurrence, the third and last Marveil era had begun. The era of secrecy and abandonment. The guards’ only concern was to get home in one piece, and so they let the inmates insult and fight one another, trade goods, take drugs and fuck as they wished. The only moral limits were suicide and murder.

			Demarco was slowly coming to recognise the chasm between what the job had promised and the reality. Like the difference between the photo on the sleeve of a frozen meal and the disgusting brown sludge it really contains. All he wanted was to go home at night to his wife and kid, but at this moment there was no getting away from it: he had counted twice, and there was still one prisoner missing. No. 4657: Nunzio Mosconi.

			Demarco opened the door to the showers. In a corner he saw an inert body onto which a last few drops of water were dripping. Blood was coming from his mouth and the inside of his thighs. He went in, checked the prisoner’s diaphragm was still rising and falling, and that he was still breathing. Panicking, Demarco pressed the alarm – even though his superiors had strongly advised against it. In less than twenty seconds, two other guards came running. They looked disgruntled.

			“Is somebody dead?”

			“No, but he’s been badly beaten,” Demarco said.

			The second guard blew his top.

			“Shit! What have you been told? Now they all know something’s going on. The alarm’s for when someone’s dead. Otherwise it’s like Viagra for these cunts.”

			The other one added:

			“You little cock-­teaser! You’ve turned them on. Now you can be the one to calm them down tonight.”

			“We’ll lead your group back to their cells. You take your pretty boy to the hospital wing.”

			They went on their way, their dressing-­down leaving Demarco with the impression that he was the one responsible for everything. That he himself had beaten and raped No. 4657.
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			Nano had dived deep into the sea, turned on his back, and was now gazing up at the sun from beneath the water as it shimmered on the waves. The silence was hypnotic. A breaker crashed over him in a million bubbles, a cloud of foam in a watery heaven. He pushed up from the sandy bottom, and as his head emerged above water and he began to swim towards the shore, with every stroke he could hear the sounds of the breeze and the Mediterranean. Soon he felt the fine sand caking his ankles as he strode up the beach. The sun on his shoulders was like a comforting caress. The taste of salt on his tongue. Behind the pine woods, Cargèse, a peaceful coastal village, his parents’ home. Panting and with water still streaming from his body, he sat on a rock beside his sister. The fact that she had five watches on each wrist didn’t seem at all odd to him. After all, she could do as she pleased.

			“When I was a kid, you used to tell me there was treasure buried in the sea here. An old pirates’ tale.”

			“There is, but you don’t know where to look, 4657.”

			“I’ve dived here so often that if there’d been a single gold doubloon I would have found it and given it you.”

			“The treasure exists. You need to open your eyes, 4657.”

			Nano’s feet left the sand. His whole body rose into the air, and the sea suddenly withdrew twenty metres, just like before a tsunami.

			“Hey, 4657! Open your eyes! How are you feeling?”

			The doctor turned to the nurse.

			“He’s in a bad way. He’d better spend the night here.”

			Nano closed his eyes and fell back on to the Corsican sand.

			 

			C Wing

			Hospital unit

			The medical staff were well aware that spending the night in the prison hospital had to be an exception, otherwise everybody would be clamouring to enter, and the facility would soon be overrun. So there was no question of Nano spending another hour in the warm. The nurse nudged his bed with a hip, gently enough not to wake him with a start. Nano had to undergo two seconds of torture before his brain kicked in.

			Two seconds every morning since he’d been in prison. Two seconds when he could imagine he was anywhere. In Corsica or Paris, in a hotel room or in a strange woman’s bed. Then his mind stirred and his eyes began to recognise where he was, as if he were being sentenced all over again: Marveil Prison.

			“Wake up: Martineau wants to talk to you.”

			“Who?”

			“Martineau. The chief officer. About yesterday evening.”

			Nano sat up in bed. As he did so, pain clouded his eyes, and the base of his spine clenched. The nurse saw his reaction.

			“It’s torn. Not badly enough to be sewn up, but you need to rest it.”

			Nano looked at him disdainfully.

			“Yeah, I promise to try not to get raped anymore.”
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			C Wing

			Rotunda – guards’ quarters

			Demarco entered the chief officer’s room. Martineau was giving a guard from another floor a hard time. Demarco walked over to a corner and let them get on with it.

			“Did he request a visit or didn’t he?” Martineau wanted to know.

			“Yeah, but he always asks for ten things every day.”

			“You know visits are the one thing you mustn’t screw up. If you take that from them, they’ll make you pay.”

			The guard being grilled tried to wriggle out of it.

			“Does it have to be me who goes? Can’t we get one of the new guys to do it?” he said, looking over at Demarco.

			“You made him miss his girlfriend’s visit. Because of you he smeared his whole body with shit. It wouldn’t look good to send someone else. So get the fire hose and clean him up.”

			Grim-­faced, the guard got to his feet and made for the door. Demarco took his place in the chair, and couldn’t help commenting:

			“Doesn’t it ever stop in here?”

			Martineau looked him up and down. It had taken him two hundred and ten stitches, most of them on his hands and arms, to become the unflappable chief officer he now was. He knew that a fortnight earlier, Demarco had witnessed a “barbecue”. Now, a gang rape. He wondered how long it would take this youngster to crack. Because everyone cracked in the end.

			“I’ve got close to five thousand wild animals who have twenty-­four hours a day to think up what they’re going to try next. So no, it never stops. Wipe that gormless look off your face and show the prisoner in.”

			Now Demarco was standing behind Martineau, who was comfortably seated in his upholstered armchair, both of them facing Nano. The chief officer, with his wispy moustache and monk’s tonsure, was speaking:

			“So what was that nonsense in the showers yesterday?”

			Nano tried to stay calm.

			“You’re asking me that?”

			“Why didn’t you call the guard supervising the showers?”

			“Are you joking? There’s never any guard.”

			“That’s what you say. It’s obligatory, it’s in the rules. So yesterday, there was a guard.”

			Nano soon realised the only point of this interview was to help the prison administration to cover itself in case there were any consequences.

			“Well, do you want to make an official complaint and go back to your cell?”

			“No, I want to make an official complaint and be moved somewhere on my own. If I go back to my cell after making a complaint, I won’t last a night.”

			The chief officer settled on his throne. He clasped his hands in front of him.

			“Mosconi, isn’t it? Listen, Mosconi, either you consider that what took place yesterday was unacceptable and you make a complaint, or you agree with me in saying that these things happen, and that a more appropriate attitude might have helped you avoid this kind of problem.”

			Nano leaped out of his chair, only to be pushed back down again by a third guard he had not noticed until then. This immediately reopened the wound inside. The pain brought tears to his eyes.

			“A more appropriate attitude? Are you out of your mind? You mean I was asking for it?”

			“If you don’t agree, please don’t hesitate to give me a list of your aggressors. I’ll listen to what they have to say, as I’m doing with you now, and we’ll see where it all leads.”

			Martineau pushed a ballpoint pen and spiral notebook in his direction, and waited. Nano glanced at Demarco, who so far had not said a word. The young guard was studiously trying to avoid exchanging looks with prisoner 4657. Nano sighed and pushed away the notepad.

			“No, that’s fine, thank you.”

			Martineau turned to his subordinate and dismissed the Mosconi case in a sentence.

			“Perfect. Demarco, get him to see the shrink, then back to his cell.”

			Smug behind his moustache, the chief officer must have been telling himself he had dealt with the situation impeccably. If there are no waves, the boat doesn’t rock.

			A considerable number of the inmates of Marveil are there for sexual offences. The fact that these are covered up, even tolerated, inside the prison is yet another small irony.
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			C Wing

			Psychiatrist’s office

			The doctor had considerately placed a small cushion on Nano’s chair. Nano might have been touched by this gesture, but instead found he was horrified that the shrink was prepared for prisoners who found it hard to sit down. He dismissed the thought and went on the attack:

			“If I’ve been told to see a shrink, it’s because they’re aware I’m the victim of something, isn’t it?”

			The psychiatrist, well into his sixties and with a bureaucratic paunch to go with it, rubbed his eyes behind thick glasses. Nano could read his indifference and fatigue as clearly as if they were tattooed on his forehead.

			“Mosconi, is that right? O.K., I’ll keep this short, Mosconi. If you think I have the slightest chance of resolving your problems, you’re making a big, big mistake. I treat addicts, depressives, would-­be suicides and every other psychiatric patient in exactly the same way – with anti-­depressants and methadone. In here, I’m nothing more than a dealer.”

			“So your gig as a shrink is in your spare time?”

			“You’re being funny? That’s a good sign. My dear friend, I haven’t practised psychotherapy since I don’t know when. In here, there’s nothing but inequality and extreme violence, so therapy is useless. And besides, most inmates are convinced they’re worthless. They’ve been told that so often it’s not surprising the re-­offending rate is so high. Sixty per cent – that’s terrible, isn’t it? Have you heard of the Pygmalion Effect and the work of Doctor Charisse L. Nixon?”

			Nano paid scant attention to what the doctor was saying or to his final question, but what little he took in saw whatever remaining hopes he had evaporate.

			“Tell me why I’m here then, doctor.”

			The psychiatist opened the folder in front of him. Although there were only two sheets of paper inside, he shuffled them endlessly.

			“Sexual acts in the showers, no complaint lodged. I suppose I’m meant to discuss your homosexuality with you, and the problems it can cause in a closed, exclusively male environment.”

			Despite his predicament, Nano couldn’t stifle a guffaw.

			“You’ve got to be joking! I’m not queer: I was raped! It’s just that the guy with the little moustache refuses to give me protection if I name names.”

			“Martineau, he’s called. And don’t make fun of his moustache, he’s very sensitive about it.”

			Sensitivity was one of those feelings that no longer had any place in Nano’s life, along with vexation, bitterness or feeling offended, melancholy, or indignant. They were the emotional states of a free man.

			“I couldn’t give a fuck if he’s sensitive. I want you to tell me how I can avoid going back to those shitholes. There must be a disciplinary wing where I can be kept, mustn’t there?”

			The psychiatrist seemed to consider this question seriously, and replied with disheartening world-­weariness.

			“Of course, but for that you would have to commit a serious offence, such as attacking a guard.”

			“Is that what you’re recommending?”

			“Of course not. That would only extend your sentence a few months. But if you’re homosexual, you could get a segregated cell.”

			“Excuse me? I can’t be segregated to save my skin, but I can if I’m queer?”

			“Or a paedophile or a transsexual – or an ex-­policeman. You choose. In fact, any serious deviational behaviour that would put you at risk from others. We have to take it into account.”

			Nano buried his head in his hands, not sure whether to laugh or cry. The shrink continued as nonchalantly as if he had a summer job in a restaurant and was taking an order.

			“So, what will it be?”

			Nano hesitated for a second.

			“Write that I’m queer.”

			“Do you want some anti-­depressants?”

			“What are they like?”

			“They work.”

			“O.K.”
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			Alex Mosconi had been waiting for more than an hour on a bench in the Rotunda. She had seen the group of visitors being led to the visiting room, but hadn’t heard her name called. She wasn’t so much impatient as anxious. She saw the guard with the roving eyes heading towards her.

			“You’re here for Nunzio Mosconi, aren’t you?”

			She nodded.

			“It’s not going to be possible today. He’s been segregated.”

			“Segregated? What kind of bullshit is that? What’s happened to him?”

			“They didn’t tell me,” the guard said feebly.

			“For how long?”

			“They didn’t tell me that either.”

			For a split second Alex felt an urge to kill him, but she soon regained her composure.

			“So what do I do?”

			“Go home and make another visitor request.”

			Leaving her no time to protest, the guard signalled for Alex to get up and follow him. Her mind was so busy trying to work out why her brother had ended up segregated she didn’t even notice where they were going.

			From a walkway on the floor above, Demarco had seen her leaving and instantly noticed the family resemblance with No. 4657. He was well aware of the reasons why her visit had been cancelled. When she moved out of his line of sight, the guilt stuck to him like a shower curtain.

			Escorted from the prison, Alex found herself in a deserted car park. She took out her mobile and hastily dialled a number she had known by heart for years. Somewhere in the eighth arrondissement of Paris, the telephone of a firm of lawyers began to ring.

			At the third ring, Maître Tiretto picked up. Ebony desk, impeccable suit, perfect haircut, well-­groomed forty-something – the kind of man Barbie would go for. On the wall behind him, a huge painting with blobs of colour splashed on the canvas like the morning after a paint-­drinking session. Modern art ugly enough to be priceless.

			“Good morning, Mademoiselle Mosconi. How are you?”

			“Hi there, Tiretto. Not good. I’m not good. Nano’s been segregated and I’ve no idea why.”

			“Didn’t you tell me he was a little the worse for wear last week? Perhaps he defended himself this time?”

			“Nano? You know him. It’s not his style.”

			“Well, it’s not the disciplinary cells, only segregation. Maybe it’s better for him.”

			“With no window and no personal belongings? And an even smaller cell? It took him six months to start getting used to Paris. You have to tell me what’s happened. Why they’ve put him there. I can’t leave him like that.”

			“I’ve got several clients in Marveil. I can check, but that’s going to take time, and a wad of notes.”

			Alex clenched her fists. Her voice went up a notch.

			“Tiretto, if it’s money you’re after, my family’s already given you a shedful. Far too much. So get me the info I need or I’ll stuff your balls down your throat.”

			The lawyer tried to calm her down, but she had already hung up. He sat there cradling the receiver. Alex Mosconi was from one of those Corsican families that lawyers love. Always on the lookout for the next heist, always with a cousin or brother to get out of a scrape. Doing business with the Mosconis and pleading on their behalf had built him his swimming pool in Nice and secured his swanky Audi TT. He couldn’t ignore the phone call.
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			First night

			Segregation cell No. 2

			Nunzio Mosconi

			Nano had gone from nine square metres to four. He wasn’t complaining. The segregation wing consisted of twenty individual cells, and he’d been given Number Two. First came the door, the same as all the other cells. Behind it, a security scanner that took up one square metre, then steel bars, and finally the inmate. Inside the cell, a cement bench, a table welded to the floor, a washbasin and a Turkish toilet. On the walls, hundreds of messages, not all of them coherent, written in ash, blood or shit. On the ceiling, a neon tube covered with wire mesh cast a harsh white light like the kind you get in hospitals, as though at any moment a medic in a white coat was about to come in, scalpel in hand.

			For the first hour, Nano rejoiced in the silence, relieved of the weight of fear and threats. The second hour seemed strange. Tense, he began to pace round. The hours that followed gave him the impression his cell was shrinking; he found it increasingly difficult to breathe. Before the night was out, he came to understand why some prisoners couldn’t hack it.

			In the centre of the far wall, one of the messages written in clumsy letters leaped out at him: “You are your only enemy.”

			At around nine in the evening, he heard a strange noise: a loud thud against the wall, followed by a howl. A few seconds later, the same sound, louder this time. Then silence once more. Nano closed his eyes: he was lying on his beach in Corsica. But it was no good, even in his dreams he couldn’t escape reality. The sand stuck to him like tar, the sea smelt of petrol. His sister was no more than a vague silhouette in the distance. The night would be a torment.

			 

			Segregation cell No. 13

			Antoine Doucey

			The inmate had made the request twelve days earlier. What can seem simple on the outside becomes an administrative obstacle course between these four walls. Even a request to see a dentist. It wasn’t the twelve days that were a problem. But Doucey could count every second of the twelve nights, when the toothache flared up. On the scale of bearable pain, toothache was at the suicide end. The sort that makes you think death would be a release. So for twelve long nights Doucey curled up on his bunk and refused his meal, because every mouthful sent ten thousand volts juddering to his brain. He spent the whole time in tears, hand cradling the right side of his face, as swollen as if he was concealing a golf ball in his cheek. Nights he spent dreaming he had a hammer to smash everything inside his mouth once and for all.

			He was in his fifties, with a slight limp due to a hip malformation, and this was his second stint in Marveil. Twice for the same offence. And segregated the entire time. Kept away from the others, he had no chance to be given a nickname like Doe Eyes, Scalpel or Machine. He sometimes wondered what it might have been: the Monster? The Devil? Doucey didn’t need locking up, he needed rewiring. The crimes he’d committed would have made him a target if he had been put with the common criminals. He wouldn’t have lasted two days.

			By nine in the evening the pain always became unbearable. A burning sensation so terrible Doucey felt he was going out of his mind, forcing him to take desperate measures. Over the previous few nights he had developed a technique. He stood up, eyes moist with tears he couldn’t control. Sleep was the only way out. His back against the cell door, he took a breath, filled his lungs with air and hurled himself, head down, at the far wall. The sound reverberated down the corridor. The shock of his skull hitting the stone made him see stars, and set all the nerve ends in his body jangling. He howled with pain, but the first attempt was never determined enough. He staggered back and stood against the door once more, drew breath, and flung himself again, faster this time so that he hit the wall harder. He crashed into it and collapsed senseless to the sticky floor. Peace at last. He was back with six-­year-­old Leo, who was always in his thoughts. He missed him so much. If only he could hold him in his arms once more, just for a few seconds, far from his parents.

			Leo.

			 

			Segregation cell No. 20

			Boyan Mladic 

			Martineau had explained to the prison staff how dangerous the inmate in Segregation Cell No. 20 was. After that, he and only he took charge of this particular case. Given his eighteen years as chief officer at Marveil, none of the others had said a word.

			As on every evening, at nine o’ clock Martineau headed for Cell No. 20, cooler bag in hand. He rapped twice on the door before turning the key in the lock. A clean smell, thick mattress on the cement base, microwave, cable T.V., laptop with DVD function, internet connection. Unusual courtesies, like off-­key notes in a musical score.

			“Good evening, Boyan.”

			The detainee got to his feet at the end of the cell and approached Martineau. It was always an impressive sight: Boyan was as big as a mountain. A former Serbian soldier, decorated with many medals. Killing had made him a hero in times of war. But the relative peace the former Yugoslavia eventually enjoyed had left him without employment, and return to civilian life had completely disoriented him. Blood on his hands after objecting to being looked at in a bar, this time killing somebody made him a criminal, and so he had found refuge in the Foreign Legion. He spent six years serving the French flag before quitting to become a bodyguard. From paranoid bosses to sleazy sponsors, he had travelled the world contract after contract, until finally disembarking in France three years earlier. No-­one really knew why he was in prison. And above all, no-­one knew why a mere thug enjoyed such privileges in Marveil. No-­one except Martineau.
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