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For Marcus

The primitive theory does not seek the reason for

insanity in a primary weakness of consciousness, but

rather in an inordinate strength of the unconscious.

—C. G. JUNG, 'On the Psychogenesis of Schizophrenia',

Journal of Mental Science, September 1939


PART 1
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LOSING HIS FAMILY was only a formality; they were never his. He'd attached himself to them believing that, being sufficiently foreign, sufficiently quaint, almost rural and almost Catholic, they were implicitly better, or at the very least—different.

He'd thought of himself as a romantic and indeed he had been insomuch as the romantic clings to the idea of love rather than daring to love. But he didn't know what love was until he lost everything.

An Englishman with a French wife, he lived in one of the small market towns that are on the crossroads of rip-you-off-Riviera and rob-you-blind-Provence. It was an uneventful and lonely place for ten months of the year. To the casual eye it was a romantic place; gorge and ravine, Saracen tower and stony riverbed, but as one grew more accustomed to the place, one's eyes were drawn to the signs of the struggle between man and nature; here and there in the middle of a vineyard or a field the stray abandoned one-room dwelling; broken down, exposed, done with.

They'd come to live there seeking a rural counterpart to his place of work; Richard's company's head office was situated in the Californian-style suburbs of Antibes with its anodyne office blocks and roundabouts giving on to roundabouts. He'd worked, when he met her, for ten years in the dismal man-made 'town' of Croydon for the French pharmaceutical group Europharm, latterly as their youthful Sales Director. He'd drunk in a pub underneath an underpass and lived in a flat overlooking a flyover.

A year after Valérie moved in with him he was relocated to head office in Antibes—it seemed too good to be true as she was by then sick and tired of England—and so they decided to quit, for good they said, town life. She stayed behind packing his things, disposing of much of his past he found out later, while he went ahead for a month-long immersion course in business French. They meant to be happy.

When they moved out to the South of France, she was pregnant, and they gathered to them what she had for family in France, her quick-minded mother and her regretful father—and they made a home for themselves in the Var region of Provence.

He was promoted to the new consumer markets of Eastern Europe and oversaw sales of psycho-pharmaceuticals—anti-depressants and anti-psychotics—with the highest profit margin of any product sold, even oil. His client, the psychiatrist, was clamouring to prescribe these chemicals to people struggling with the transition from the old way of life to the new lonesome urban standard.

Richard knew from his work, from the pockets of madness and gluts of sadness emerging throughout the developed world, that his family would be better off living among a community in the countryside, even if he had to create it with his own hands, even if he had to spend money to make it, even if he had to fake it.

He himself was rarely at home. He was more of a tourist when it came to family life. That thought brought to mind a slogan daubed on a wall in Soweto on one of his first business trips to South Africa: Soweto is no zoo for tourist pigs. How pricked he'd felt on his tour bus then. Family life is no zoo either.
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HIS PREDECESSOR AS Sales Director for Europharm Africa told him over lunch that going to Africa with big bucks looking for mental illness was the craziest damn thing if he thought about it, and the thing was not to think about it.

With his knife and fork, the retiring salesman folded his last triangle of pizza into a mouth-sized piece and told Richard what he'd seen for himself out in West Africa, which was, he said, a totally different kettle of fish to East Africa; church halls packed with people claiming to be possessed. The play-acting was vaudeville.

'Hey, we aren't shrinks anyway,' he said, showing the clean palms of his hands, 'we're just salesmen. But, when you work in Africa, you can't avoid getting into bed with the government, you've still got totalitarianism out there. It's not a market economy you're dealing with. So you have to see things differently, Richard. There's not a nice way of putting what I'm driving at here.'

'I know what you're saying. You make the market.'

The girl put down before them a double-scoop ice cream in a cornet for his colleague and a cup of coffee for Richard.

The table hesitated on the cobbles before Richard settled it with his forearms and, stirring in two sugars, bent into his shadow, thinking as an aside how women were the new men, how aggressive they were in bed.

The German woman he'd been with the night before in Lyon had asked him to give her anal sex, only she didn't put it that nicely. He hadn't felt like it. It was the first time in his life he'd left a woman's hotel bedroom without having had sex. He'd had to say, look I can't do this, the first time he'd ever done so, and he'd seen then how strange it was to be there together at all, to have the cold light of day in the middle of the night.

But if West Africa was overemotional, 'spiritual' as they called it, then East Africa was much more sensible, his colleague went on. It was there, on his recommendation, the company were investing their money in relationships with one or two of the better governments, sponsoring clinics and hospital programmes, training the doctors, making the psychiatry module look swish.

Governments came and went, let alone ministers. Sometimes he'd go one week, see one guy, and the next week he'd go back and the guy would be gone. Richard would need to win brand loyalty at grass roots for the long-term safety of the investment.

His advice was to get out and about to the local hospitals, to win the medical fraternity over. The doctors would be there for longer than the politicians. Europharm should be seen to take an interest in the mental suffering of the people.

'Lay down roots for the company out in the sticks. You know, be seen to be sincere.'

Richard found, not for the first time, that he couldn't pick up the coffee cup; he was shaking. In the last year these peculiar crises came upon him in all sorts of situations, even lunches. It felt as if he were about to fail, suddenly and explosively. His chest was tight like he was having a heart attack. The scene shifted as if it no longer included him; he was central, then he was not. He felt himself flush, he was going to say or do something that would embarrass himself. He thought he might pass out. The more he observed himself feeling this, the more distant he became from himself, the worse it got.

Watching his waistline, his predecessor said he was, but Fenocchio's in the Old Town was still the best ice cream in the world. It had been his haven. Worth the twenty-minute journey for lunch. He was having liquorice. Hell, we all have our vices. He didn't smoke. Or drink coffee.

He looked at the ice cream before licking it, biting it, trimming it, and he looked at it again after he'd done that, judging the work done and that to come and taking his time.

'My time's my own now. I like golf. I never thought I would. You get all these young guys who want to ask you this and that, how to make markets. Hey, look, I took anti-depressants into the Eastern bloc in eighty-nine, but I've made it plain, I'm gone. It's a long lunch every day and an easy life from now on. Though I doubt I'll get ice cream like this in Perpignan.'

'I see.'

With his coffee cold before him, and his hands clasped beneath the table, Richard asked for the bill with a nod at the waitress.

Richard would get a briefing from the World Health Organization, the old boy said. He raised his eyebrows to show what he thought of that.

'Well, Africa will have the privilege of skipping the asylum and all that jazz. So much the better for them, my friend. Of course it's tempting to see yourself as a missionary. Bringing progress to Africa and all that. Well, if you must. Look concerned, you know, though. Not everyone in Africa can be got to with baksheesh, don't think that about them. Oh no.'

The waitress stood sideways waiting for the transaction to complete, the terminal in one loose hand, passing her free hand through her glistening curls, looking towards the sea, towards Africa.

The retiring salesman rolled the now miniature cone in his fingers. 'You'll like the Head of Mental Health at the WHO,' he said, donning mirrored sunglasses. 'She's a woman.'
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HIS RETURN HOME from work was a forty-minute drive; the scenery shifting to the rugged Wild West of the Var, its ascendancy signalled by Mount Roquebrune, which loomed like a grumpy Ayers Rock. It was here that Richard turned off the A8, relinquishing the daytime brasseries in favour of a dusk of dirty tabacs where old men idled, letting their cigarettes fall to the floor.

He drove, thinking how when he got in he would be able to tell Valérie that he'd be bringing home one hundred and ten thousand euros per annum.

He thought of the girl she was, Valérie, when they met. She was his opposite; dark and indolent. He was pale and useful. She was a girl with a savage haircut and dark matte skin, some swagger, almost a boy with long lashes, who sat in his flat in Croydon listening to her Indochine records and smoking cigarettes out of the window. She was the sexiest girl he'd ever met. She went braless, her nipples prominent, her back arched, her body sinuous, her face petulant. Not so very short, she had a way then, of reducing herself, of looking up to him. She hated her bar job, so he told her to give it up and she did. She waited in for him instead. 'Today I 'ave done nothing but play with myself,' she would say, sighing and smiling.

Men and women stared at her when they went out and about into pubs and restaurants together. His friends fancied her, their girlfriends didn't like her. She had a thick accent and spoke little English. She'd followed a boyfriend to England and dropped him for Richard. He'd wooed her with gifts and trips and treats. He made her entertain his friends with tongue twisters. 'I no pheasant pluck I pleasant fuck his mate.'

She was so French! She wore things Englishwomen didn't wear, like matching bras and knickers, she was frank about her periods, not remotely embarrassed about body hair and she got on top of him in bed and screwed up her eyes and concentrated very hard.

She didn't mind being driven here or there, she didn't mind doing whatever he was doing. She didn't mind staying in all day, doing 'nussing' as she said. She had a doll, the miniature of herself, with hacked dark hair, 'Marguerite'. She wanted a baby, she said.

They married in France. Their child was born in 1993. He helped her with the baby, though that was not how she recalled it later, but he remembered many nights sitting up with the infant or walking around with him, singing 'Row, row, row your boat' or 'The Grand Old Duke of York'. The birth of the child was also the end of the romance.

She named him 'Maxence'. (He'd hoped for 'Edward'.) They'd taken to speaking French between them since moving there. He'd once made her smell Marmite, and her expression then reminded him of how she looked at him if he spoke English to her.

She bemoaned their son from the day he was born. Nothing was on schedule according to her books, he didn't sleep well, he had colic, he had colds, he wouldn't eat vegetables, and all of this she took as some sort of personal indictment. Relax, he told her, enjoy him. Well, there won't be another one, was her rejoinder.

As a toddler, he wouldn't leave her alone, she couldn't take a pee without him, he was so noisy and violent she claimed, he broke things, he hit her, he hurt animals, he wouldn't settle to read or play nicely, he wouldn't go to her parents. She proposed she get a local woman to look after him during the day. The woman had other children at her house, it would 'socialize' him she said.

Richard had so wanted his wife to be at home with their children. No more children, she told him, winking as she popped her pill, waggling her finger in an ironically come-hither sort of way. She'd have Max ready every morning for the woman to collect. She gave the woman an extra three euros a day to prepare his lunch.

'What will you do with yourself?' he'd asked her.

She'd shrugged. 'It will be so much better for Max because when he is here I will be able to give him my full attention. He is a very difficult child.'

Her parents, Guy and Simone, had come to live next to them just after Max was born. He and Valérie had bought the small bungalow and they paid the mortgage. He'd hoped her mother, who was a warm bosomy woman, would have Max when Valérie needed her to, but it emerged soon after they moved in that Simone was suffering from chronic fatigue syndrome and needed prolonged periods of rest and little disruption. She tried to help, here and there, and was crestfallen she couldn't do more, but she was frail, she fell over and if she fell, well—she put her hands in the air—what would become of Guy? (He could not survive without her.) In those early days, the family drank together more or less every evening when he got home—there was nothing else to do—and those were pleasant evenings, her mother standing, tongue out, hastily unpeeling the cellophane from a salty snack and her father bent as ever to the ground, murmuring to his dog and stroking its long hairs into the nuts and pretzels. They chatted through the good or bad luck of others. Richard liked to speak French. When he spoke French he felt like he was someone else—someone cleverer, possibly.

Guy's father was a Corsican passer-by on his way to or from the war, and Guy had a string of stepfathers until he lost his temper with one of them when he was thirteen. His mother gave him a coin and sent him away. The rest was freefall: pimping in Paris in the fifties; running prostitutes; driving for the Marseillaise mafia; he may or may not have been in the French Foreign Legion; he got Simone pregnant, to the disgust of her family, then wandered off again, and years later he came back to be a father to his daughter, to which honour Valérie seemed unmoved. She was ten then. She avoided him. She never sat close to him. They never embraced. 'She doesn't greet me,' he would moan in a stage whisper, to Richard.

His style of wooing his daughter was stealthy and practical. A basket of fresh vegetables picked and presented beautifully left on the outdoor table in the morning. The trimming and pruning of her shrubs and trees, which went unremarked until Simone mentioned it. And he gave Simone money, from his pension, to buy gifts for his daughter and grandson and told her not to tell them the money was from him and for her own reasons she complied.

'The truth is, I followed my dick,' he said to Richard one evening when they were drinking. 'That's not a problem for me now of course,' he shrugged, pointing between his legs to the ground. 'Before I was like a human being attached to a monster.'

On each of his birthdays, since they'd lived next door, Richard saw him grimly smoking outside on the terrace, waiting for Valérie to come, but she 'forgot' his birthdays or she went away visiting friends, if she could arrange it.

Richard was fond of Guy, who in a way had run to ground. He was tied to the land, and nature, would rarely venture beyond their plots and the neighbouring forest and he knew its larder. He tended to them with his herbs, his cure-all soups, his applications of cabbage leaves to swellings, thyme in the bath, and notwithstanding his arthritic hands he managed to sew lavender bags. He jested that he was a lunatic, and indeed he was very occupied with the comings and goings of the moon, the fixity of the sun and the happenstance of rain. He located all manner of mushrooms, even truffles, and made a wild-leaf salad with fresh grated garlic that would send a cold packing.

Simone was the least loved of five children, the unwanted daughter in an agricultural family, the last child, mistreated by her mother, loved though, she maintained, by her father, whose photograph took pride of place above their television, and she developed mystical powers and illnesses to secure a smidgen of attention and developed a large chest and a pregnancy as soon as she could. She allowed Guy to come back not only to the warmth of her unconditional tolerance but also to raise her up, la dolorosa, to tell of her life from behind her hand, askance, and to sing of it too, the self-saucing sentiment bubbling up as she hit the top notes. She sang like Piaf, all trembling indignation. She ran a number of sideshow businesses which occasionally cross-pollinated profit-wise, the two principal ones being fortune telling and selling the cannabis that she had Guy grow.

Richard liked to assist them financially and they were not greedy; a new washing machine here, a twenty-litre box of Co-op red there. They were ostentatiously helpful in return, especially Valérie's mother, who was always thinking aloud how she could help more but ceded agreeably to his protestations that she did too much. She listened to him, she praised his French, and deplored oh-so-covertly, for his ears only, the negligence of her daughter. Her hands went up at this point, resignation was her suit. Impassioned of an evening, the old boy customarily threatened the spectral rogue who dared to cross Richard or the family with a taste of his shotgun. They kept the paths weed-free.

Max got birthday and Christmas presents from them and five euros here and there, and they received his visits without much enthusiasm. Typically Max would stare into space and say nothing, waiting for the opportunity to leave. 'Well, Max, your mother will be wondering where you are.' They'd raise their eyebrows in unison as he left.

'He's not right in the head,' said Guy. 'He doesn't communicate.'

'He's a boy. What do you want?' Simone would respond taking the opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.

The low hum of chatter, as the early evenings descended, was Richard's idea of the good life, and what he kept in mind driving home. It was idyllic. Of course it was possible they were all alcohol-dependent, he admitted to himself amiably. So what? The good life, rosé, same thing. He was looking forward to telling them about his promotion and he knew Simone would rush for a bottle of Champagne and pant and sweat, all fingers and thumbs, as she opened it and they would clink glasses together. After a few glasses of Champagne, Valérie would unwind and smile and laugh and he'd put the boy to bed so as not to disturb her happy state.

They were able to laugh together, the family, and the laughter seemed to him to be like a night-light, a modestly useless accessory in the daytime, which could become so very important in the dark.
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RICHARD HAD INDULGED in plenty of one-night stands since joining the pharmaceutical business. He might have been losing his hair but with professional women of a certain age panicking all over Europe he was more than sorted for sex. He had a number of sexual encounters in Eastern Europe, some meaningful email correspondence, some of it quite touching, but he was careful to curtail it after two or three exchanges.

As a matter of taste he preferred not to lie to Valérie, and due to his travelling he didn't need to. He left this other life behind him when he took to the motorway. He considered these sexual escapades a normal part of modern life, that opportunity separated those who cheated from those who did not, and the latter dressed up their bad luck with moralizing. The rest took what they could. But that wasn't the whole story.

Just the night before, he'd sat drinking with his neighbour Rachel in her kitchen, at one in the morning, with Valérie gone home and her husband, Jeff, retired to bed, talking about sex, sex with strangers. Without going into detail, he'd alluded to his own enquiries.

'Don't tell me it's about intimacy or I'll smack you in the face,' she said.

'No, no. No, I'm like you, Rachel. It's my way of finding God.'

'Are you laughing at me?' (Rachel was a Christian.)

'No,' laughing, 'it's just that you think the road to God is through here...' he'd put a fingertip on her forehead, and gone on—'it's not though, Rachel...'

She'd interrupted him. 'So you think you'll find God through a woman's vagina?'

'Possibly. No, seriously, I wouldn't rule it out. I think of sex as a spiritual exercise.' He was only half joking.

There was something else. He craved intimacy.

He liked talking to Rachel. Talking to an Englishwoman in English was like discovering a secret den at the bottom of your childhood garden.

It didn't matter, being drunk, whether it was true; all things might be true in drink, no one knew and few remembered afterwards. It was the only way to try on new clothes without looking foolish. He shook out the match, closing one eye, feeling the sulphur's snap. 'Maybe.'

She looked downcast, and he didn't ask her why, he let it go because he didn't want to get mixed up with her that way, he didn't want to start thinking about what she was thinking.

'Do you know, Rachel, before we acquired language communication was touch, and between lovers, of course, copulation.'

'Copulation! You fool!'

'Intercourse, not chit-chat. Think about it. Sixty years ago, sex meant so much more and words too. A word might cost as much as a penny. And sex a life. People were more sparing. Now we're verbose. There has to be some kind of a relationship between cheap words and free love.'

She mused glumly on the subject, like a nodding dog, and he got up after a while and went home.

He went across the paddock to his house, considering whether he had had too much or not enough to drink, replaying the conversation. He'd talked too much. Verbose, indeed. Sex. Words. What was it about? Approaching the house he imagined his wife's chaste posture in her pyjamas in their bed.

It was pretty much part of his job, pleasuring psychiatrists, most of whom were female and had a lot of doubts to be quelled. Being naked in bed with a person seemed to help both of them do the job. Between them they purveyed treatments that didn't treat so much as muffle common suffering in all its forms, from grief and paranoia to loneliness and despair, as well as the ordinary longing to be loved.
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STANDING BESIDE a seated panel of five other persons, an attractive woman was awaiting a projection at the screen behind her. They were in an auditorium in the World Health Organization headquarters in Geneva. As Richard made his way to the only free seat, excusing himself for treading on toes, he glanced upwards and saw five bunkers suspended above each one with the name of a language stickered on them. The translators wore headsets and microphones, they were very animated, looking at each other and making hand gestures.

The woman spoke. 'In terms of Disability Adjusted Life Years Lost, mental illness is up there with AIDS, TB and malaria. The stigma against mental illness in developing countries means that the people who need treatment are not coming forward. This Anti-Stigma campaign will reverse that intolerance...'

Charts raged on the screen. There was a scene of a man, manacled, wailing in a hut in the jungle with other people kicking him rather dispassionately. Arrows went all over the continent of Africa, throbbing and flickering. The scene was replaced with that of a young man in jeans and a T-shirt, talking to a doctor in a nice white bungalow, accepting a tablet and washing it down with a branded soda, then helping his mother hoe the field, and giving a big thumbs-up to the camera as the helicopter-based camera withdrew at speed leaving them all just dots in the field. The image faded.

'The purpose of this campaign is to get rid of the misconception that schizophrenia is a manifestation of witchcraft. At the same time, we'll be handing out information on depression, to make people more aware that some of what they deem "sadness" is pathological and they can get help.'

'Good,' thought Richard. 'That's very good.'

A man on the panel, buttoned-down shirt and slicked quiff, received the spotlight and a microphone.

'Is it not true though, Yvette, that something like seventy per cent of Africans hear voices? I mean that if we describe mental illness in terms of this symptom we will have a long, long, long queue of patients. You know, in Italy it would be the same...'

There was laughter.

'Dr Frank Gitu. Regional Director Africa...'

'Well, now, speaking for my African colleagues, with all due respect, schizophrenia isn't a big problem for us and, as for depression, I'm sorry but you consider yourself lucky to have it in your region...'

Richard let himself out. He'd felt slightly sweaty and breathless in there and knew what it heralded. He decided to take a walk, to work it out of his system.

In the lobby, there was an electronic notice with the outside temperature, the date, the soup of the day and language of the week: Cream of Broccoli and Urdu. He went up the great double stairs, traversed an entire floor, setting aflutter pamphlets and circulars in in-trays, took a lift up to Sexually Transmitted Diseases and stopped to peer through a window at men and women in suits lying on recliners wearing satin eye shields. There was a handwritten sign on the window: Bureaucrat Recycling Department! A touch of humour.

Back downstairs, he crossed the lobby again, vaguely intrigued by the little store and its WHO souvenirs. His armpits were wet. He saw the library and decided to take a break in there. He sat down at a long desk. It was warm in there, a nice place to die. He laid his head down. His mobile phone vibrated in his jacket pocket. He quickly withdrew it and put it to his ear, hiding it with his hand, pretending to be scratching his head with all his fingers.

'Oh, Richard, so sorry to have kept you but I was in a meeting, just selling my colleagues in on the joint venture. It went well actually. Look, shall we go into town and get some dinner?'

It took him a long time to find the proper exit and once outside he was at the rear of the building so he was obliged to circumnavigate. There was an adjoining precinct for the HIV team, very deluxe, with black four-wheel drives outside it. Round the back of it was a small woody glade and as he went past it, stepping on twigs, a group of WHO employees broke cover, jettisoning embers and cigarette butts, in panic.

She drove him into town in her grey Passat. She seemed nervous, swapping sunglasses for no sunglasses and back again, swapping clipped-up hair for loose hair, and when he got out of the car she remained a moment with her visor down. When she emerged, her shirt was unbuttoned down her neck, revealing her cleavage.
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THE LAKESIDE PANORAMA of Geneva presented a staid facade with its capitalized signage and its stern advertisements for gold and diamond jewellery, fur coats and private banks.

They sat out on a jetty, their menus folded. The tablecloth riled against its clip-on restraints. The water was clear down below. A swan made an attempt to fly. A group of plain women nearby clucked on about Woodrow Wilson and the League of Nations. What a nice country, he thought; a bureaucrat recycling centre.

Her life at the World Health Organization was very easy, she said. She rolled in after nine, drank coffees till lunchtime, ate a long lunch, worked between two and three, had tea, then popped off home to the really hard work, to her kid. Her husband was an artist. A painter.

In Switzerland? What did he paint?

'Bizarre things. Men being raped by women. He uses iconic materials from the sixties and seventies. Cereal boxes, Action Men, old comic books; he says he begs from innocence to pay back corruption. That's his slogan in fact. He's sold a few works to the Saatchi guy.'

'Oh really. Interesting. Actually, I don't like art much.'

'You don't like art? Isn't that like saying you don't like music?'

'Yes. I suppose so. It feels like showing off, to me.'

'Really?' She took a drink. 'Well, I agree with you in fact. We are very unhappy. Our marriage is a joke.'

'Oh, I'm sorry.'

She didn't talk about it normally. Amazing what a glass of wine could do. She was at the end of her tether. Just yesterday she looked at that man, her husband, and she thought: It must be nice to be you, asshole. She came up the hill to their house, with bags of shopping, their child strapped to her chest, and she saw him waving at her from the little window of his studio—he'd made their bedroom into his studio, it was the nicest room in the apartment—there he was waving, pleased his dinner was on the way.

'I'm sorry,' he said again. He ordered another bottle of Swiss Rolle. At her most seductive and useful she came out with it, for all intimacy requires confession, and she said it as if for the first time, that people like her, the so-called do-gooders—wrist flailing, drink spilling—were, of course, the ones who needed help. She shook as she took one of his cigarettes. She shook when she took up her glass and had to wait a moment before sipping it.

'I've always had a thing about Englishmen,' she said, by way of explanation.

He had an idea where it would lead and was not averse, but recalling his predecessor's advice, he told her he wanted to know more about the programme. She had an important position. For such a big player, she was humble, her husband was probably instrumental to her modesty. What a funny world it was at times. Especially after three drinks.

She asked him how he saw his work. He shrugged. It was what it was. People were miserable, but the pills helped. End of story.

She was six years as a lecturing professor at the Institute of Psychiatry in London, she told him, and now she was the arch-classifier, the woman who matched the different diagnostics standards of the mental health departments from around the world; a hugely political business, for everyone's misery had to be taken into account. She had to get global agreement on what constituted an unhealthy mind. Disorders came in and out of fashion, or they failed to catch on. Some slipped away, but others you had to put your red line through. It was her responsibility to admit or refuse a symptom here or there into the lexicon of madness and to honour clusters of oddness with their own syndrome. Her standing joke? 'I'm sorry, Professor, but you're one symptom short of a disorder.'

'That's a good one.'

Then she was to take her list back to each of the countries to double-check vocabulary, to make allowance for localized disorders, from 'attention deficit disorder' to 'running amok', and she had to take into account passing fads, deleting 'hysteria', 'masturbation' and 'homosexuality', getting rid of 'nymphomania' (which was nowadays normal) and adding 'erotomania', the idea that someone you don't know loves you, she laughed.

She took a drink. She wiped her mouth. Under her watch, she said, they had launched borderline personality disorder and depersonalization disorder.

Her mobile phone shuddered. She watched it writhe, ignored it, then turned it off.

They drank the rest of the bottle and, when it was dark, he settled the bill and they went to a Thai restaurant she knew, and ordered another bottle and ate very little. He'd made sure to ask for lobster-based curries and scallops; the higher-priced items on the menu. They talked a little about their lives, they agreed that they'd never have imagined, at the outset, being the people they'd become.

She took a last man-sized drink from the glass of dessert wine, drew on a cigarette. 'It's a mad world, as they say.'

He asked her why she married her husband, and poured the wine.

'I don't know. We were incompatible in every way. I found it exciting then. He's an Australian. He might be gay in fact. I don't know. We never clicked sexually. Do you know, the first night we were married I said to him if you don't give me oral sex I am going to divorce you tomorrow...'

He shook his head. 'You're a tough lady.'

'Not tough enough. He never did. He read a book Who Moved My Cheese? or something on honeymoon. He was like a different person afterwards. He gave up work. He made a man of me. I'd rather be at home with our daughter myself.'

He called for the bill.

'What about you?' she asked him.

'Me?'

'What's your situation? At home?'

He showed her his wedding ring, splaying the fingers on his left hand.

'Happy?'

'We have a son who is thirteen. He's very bright in an unconventional sort of way. My wife finds it difficult being a mother unfortunately. I won't bore you with it. It is what it is.'

'You're so sanguine. Like with your work.'

'Oh well, yes. I try,' he grinned uneasily. 'It must be nice being me, right?' He leant forward, whispering in imitation of her, '...asshole. He sat back, and signed the bill with flamboyant disinterest. 'She was nineteen when we married. Too young. She's a very unhappy person, intrinsically I'd say. Not that I could see that then.'

'So you saved her.'

That made him feel uncomfortable. Yes, that was what he was suggesting, but she didn't have to classify it right away. Put like that, it smelt like blowback from a sausage.

'Maybe,' he demurred. She was a good listener, but it wasn't going right. 'We were too young to know anything about love.'

'So do you think you know anything about it now?'

'I don't know. Maybe I'm not very good at it; love.' The conclusion. A touch of sincerity, a smattering of confession, a hint of self-knowledge, a sprinkling of bravado. 'I mean, what if I don't even know what love is?' he said. 'What if compared to most people I'm an emotional idiot? I feel like I ought to love her, you know, unconditionally even, for the sake of the boy, but I can't. I did try. But I'm not sure I can carry on without love, to be honest with you.' He was drunk. He was saying too much and for his own sake. It was like driving along and feeling bumps under the wheel and thinking, shit I've got a flat, but no, no, I don't want it to be flat, I'll keep going. Or like when you lie down and your stomach sends fluid upwards and you're swallowing like a dog, saying to yourself, oh no I don't want to vomit. He'd been through it before, this routine, about love and his quest for it; it was stale.

They went back to his hotel for a nightcap in the bar. She was a mess, bending over nearly double, laughing, and hugging herself in the low armchair, then she leant forward, her lips pouting and asked him to come with her to the toilet. He suggested they went rather to his room. The lobby attendant blessed them. They kissed in the lift. She was a dead weight more or less.

When they got to his room, she opened her handbag, and took out a foil wrap of cocaine but she couldn't quite get close to it, her heels were capsizing under her bendy legs. He used his Amex to scrape the coke into four lines on the glass-topped dressing table and they did a line each and stepped outside on to his balcony from which one could see the lake if one stood on a chair and craned one's neck. They drank beers from the minibar. He was happy to let her talk some more and she was extraordinarily happy to talk. Then after a while, suddenly, he was not at all interested in listening to her and so they did another line and she talked some more about her work and her husband, sighing all the while, and going from thrilled to stricken, sitting in her bra and knickers, taking off her tights very slowly.

He said, 'I really admired your talk today.'

'You're clutching at straws,' she said, her brow low, as she pondered the floor. She was stuck on the coke, like she'd got her hair caught in a button.

'I'm serious. I want to do this job with conscience. I want to know what I'm about. I want to do the right thing.' Was he speaking for her or for him? Was it true? 'Africa needs us to do the right thing, to know what the right thing to do is. I couldn't live with myself if it were anything less than right.'

Perhaps it was the coke talking, he felt a ghastly earnestness grip him, his eyes were so distended they hurt. He couldn't seem to stop wiping his chin with his palm.

'Well, I can help you with that, Richard. But it won't make you happy, it will just make you like me, confused,' she said looking up at him through her hair. Then she lay back on the bed. 'Make love to me,' she said.

He pulled his shirt over his head and unzipped his trousers, trod them into the floor. His forearms taut, he closed his eyes as he entered her. He hoped to God he was hard enough and that his dick wouldn't buckle. Thank God she was wet. He closed his eyes, going through his virtual folder of arousing scenes, images, situations, young girls, old women, legs apart, bending over, he was mentally thumbing through them at top speed. The German woman's cross face came to mind. This was such a performance! Maybe they should be talking. Then he felt her tighten around him. When he opened his eyes he saw that she was staring at his face and her lips were all tragic and her eyes were wet, and he was taken aback. It nearly made him stop. He should have looked at the eyes before now. What a waste! Looking into her eyes now, he felt drawn to something holy—a fire, life—it was sensational, he strove deeper inside her and felt a surge of excitement. 'So you think you'll find God through a woman's vagina?'

And then he was done and it was as it always was, just a sticky mess. A thin sweat broke out across his back and he felt her move her fingers over him as if finger painting. He had his face squashed right up next to her. He smelt graham crackers, the smell of her and him and the sweat and the sex. He put a hand across her.

She started to talk, and he didn't mind, he was still a bit coked up, he lay alongside her, enjoying the warmth and peace and he listened to her telling him about her life, then he found himself telling her about the Var, and how beautiful the land was.

He told her how he drove out early mornings with the mist in the valleys making islands of the hilltop towns. He told her about the sky, blue all the year round, like the great Mediterranean Sea turned upside down and hung up above you. How nature there was like a kindly auntie playing cards with a child, losing beneficently. Mimosa, violets, poppies, cherries, melons, roses, apricots, lavender, walnuts, apples, grapes, mushrooms, chestnuts, olives and thyme.

He felt sadness dampening his mood.

'You're a very nice man. In fact,' she said. She squeezed his hand. He shifted and held her in his arms.

'You're a nice lady. In fact.'

'When I sleep with a complete stranger?'

'That doesn't matter.'

'Do you feel like a child again, lying here?'

'Yes. Everything seems simple, lying here.'

'Yes, it does. That's why we do it.'

It occurred to him how the lights that are on at 3 A.M. in hotel bedrooms all over the world are shining on some of the attempts of men and women to go back to the beginning.

He stroked her hair, but he was sobering up, the day would come and he started to think how he'd need to be careful now. She went to the toilet. Perhaps this was not a good start, perhaps this did not augur well for the work. Perhaps he ought not to have done this.

Illuminated. That was the word for Rachel, he thought.

When she emerged, he was lying naked on his back, with his eyes open, his mouth dry, he felt bad, he felt remorseful but for whom—her, his wife, himself? He told himself it was a chemical reaction, that was all.

She knelt up alongside him, and she whispered into his ear. 'I love you.'

He pulled her across him so she could not see his face. 'Shit,' he said to himself.
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UNTIL HE GOT the Africa promotion his weekly routine hadn't much altered. He rose at six in the morning on Monday to Friday, put on a suit, and took his briefcase to his BMW like a good boy; with bad breath all that was left of the weekend.

Then, on Saturday mornings, a different man, he'd wind the window down on the Mitsubishi four-wheel drive, pull his cap forwards, feel the tug of the engine with his feet, as he moved off to spend his own time.

On the occasional Saturday during the hunting season, like the Varois men, Richard put on the camouflage trousers and green waistcoat of the chasseur and went off in the four-wheel drive to meet his fellows round the back of the out-of-the-way villages. In some lay-by or other, they'd stood about with their guns, smoking and giving consideration to a plan to track, hunt and kill the sanglier, the black pig, if seen, arranged by size in family format.

Inevitably they failed, joyfully they failed, and then they spent the rest of the Saturday drinking in one of the little bars that were obliged to close at eight since the area became a crossroads in drugs trafficking. They went home somehow incomplete, not quite drunk enough; ill humoured by the time they got indoors.

They could afford to be. 'Your wife's for life' was the mindset round there. Each was given his dinner, and would no doubt gesture with anger at the television, no matter the programme, and spoil his wife's enjoyment. On Sunday the man endured the family meal with an eye to the window, an ear to the driveway, hoping for one of his crowd to pop by so he could go outside on to the terrace to drink and talk about the previous day's hunting; about where they went wrong.

Richard amused his comrades with his concessions to family life.





'The Englishman' he remained to them, despite his eloquence. The commonest theme of their drunken banter was that whilst they hated Englishmen, Richard was OK. His grandfather always said the French were a bunch of two-faced cowards, but he never mentioned that.

Now and again he'd skip going hunting—accepting Valérie's point about him having been away all week—and then he took Valérie and Max to Aix or to Cannes; shopping. He turned himself off for the day, used the credit card. Her purchases were futile, she'd hate them next week, and he stood in various doorways with Max, between extremes of temperature, consoling the pair of them. Lunch was the highlight. She liked to eat palourdes and oursins and the kid liked calamari, and they usually drank a bottle of Cassis and got Max a grand ice-cream extravagance.

Max, at thirteen years old, never had anything to say about school or anything relating to his actual life, but he might occasionally ask something poignant—' Do parents love their children when the children get older?' Or something meaningless, 'It won't be last week again next week...' And when they pushed him to clarify, he baulked and sulked, he would just allow the ditch to widen between them. 'You don't understand,' he said darkly, desperately, 'you don't understand.'

Valérie liked to talk about how she'd lost her looks.

Family life, thought Richard on one of the long silent drives home, is one of those things that is very bad for you but which is accepted as something nifty, in the way smoking was once recommended for your throat. First, you form attachments, which once broken can kill you, or worse—and there was worse. But before you got there, there was the day-to-day wear and tear on your sense of humour and your patience; the kid's feet in the back of your car seat; the reminder that you're low on the tank of bribes and about to hit punishment and that punishment came with a suicidal accessory, a double-barrelled gun with one nozzle twisted back at you.

He could reach the kid when it was just the two of them. He dropped the hunting now and again to spend time with Max. He cut the discipline crap when they were together, he knew that it was much for show, to make the older generation feel like they were in safe hands. He liked to say to Max: Ask me anything, anything and I'll tell you the truth.

One Sunday in June, just back from the Geneva trip, he sat under a tree, down at the bottom of the valley near the ruins of a bastide, and closed his eyes to better hear the shouting of his boy running down the hill. When he opened his eyes he saw the midges dancing, the boy's ears red with the sun shining through them, he saw the green moss like a lake around the trees, springing and soft, the holly bushes squat and glistening, the big firs and pines, the scrub oak with lichen, silver-barked, secret gardens inside secret gardens and he thought: I've fallen on my arse here. He saw with an old man's gaze, how the afternoon rose, with the light moving up the hillsides, and the sun bowed into the valley, tipping its hat to it all.

The boy flopped down beside him.

Richard rolled on to his side to look at him, one eye open.

'So go on, ask me anything, Max.'

'OK. Why do you smoke?'

'It's an addiction.'

The boy raised his eyebrows, impressed.

'Do you know what I mean by that?'

They were lying there just as he'd once lain with his son's mother on a beach; they had a photograph of it framed in the living room, the same pose; he on his right elbow, she on her left, facing each other. To him it was the image of happiness; talking and listening, side by side.

'Uh-huh.'

'Well go on then, smart arse, what is it then?'

The kid sparked up a grin, and this was how Richard loved him most, when he took an expression from elsewhere—this one like something stolen from a bride—and Richard could see how he would be, the kid, all things going well, when he was grown up.

'Yes, I have the same thing. It's like with chess.'

'Being addicted to chess?'

'It's like when I walk away after playing it, I can't stop myself walking like the knight moves. You know?'

'Yeah, it's like that, Max. Ask me another.'

'How much money do we have?'

'I don't know. About five hundred thousand, maybe more, but I couldn't use it right away, some of it's in the house.'

'Is that a lot?'

'Well. It depends on your point of view.'

'It sounds like a lot.'

'Ask me what you really want to know, Max. About women. Girls. You know.'

'Oh that.' The kid sat up. 'I know what happens. But you need your balls to drop, right?'

'Well, yes. Yes. You've heard about it at school then.'

'Axel's done it with his cousin.'

'He's just having you on, showing off".'

'No. He did it. I know he did.'

'Absolute rubbish, Max. He's too young. You can't.' He remembered with some embarrassment his own efforts at that age.

'No. I know the words. Pussy. You know.'

'Yes. Right. Well, all in good time. No need to rush. The sex thing's a piece of cake. It's the rest of it that's difficult. Ha. Life.'

'Uh-huh.'

'Not much bloody use, am I?' He laughed nervily and shook his son's knee for reassurance. 'You can ask Axel for the grubby details!'

'Do you think Jesus was the Son of God? I don't.'

'No?'

'No. Not as in the only son of God. I spoke to the priest about it the other day.'

'You went to church?'

'Yes, it was empty. It always is. I like it. You know, Dad, I am the Son of God.'

'Max...'

'No, I am. I am. You too. We all are. It wasn't just him. Maybe he was trying to give people a clue, but he didn't have to be so like look-at-me about it. I mean we can all do miracles and heal people and stuff. If we want. Magic. After all, you know, we invented God, he didn't invent us.'

'OK.' Richard didn't know what else to say.

'I mean, I have seen him. Christ. He told me he was just a man.'

'Don't be silly.'

'In a dream.'

'Oh. OK.'

'The other thing is that I wish I had a different mother because she's not on the light side. You know, like in Star Wars. She's gone over to the dark side. I don't want her to take me with her so I'm going to have to do something to stop her.'

'Well, we all feel a bit cross with each other sometimes.' Richard chanced a look at his son, he could see the vein in the side of his boy's head, pulsing. 'You're a big thinker, Max.'

'She doesn't read, does she, Mum? She ought to have at least read the Bible. I'm doing that and I'm only thirteen.'

'Well, not everyone does read. It doesn't always help. Look at your grandfather. Since Grandma taught him to read he's been totally confused.'

'Putain, this makes my head hurt...' Max swung his head low, in imitation of Guy.

Richard laughed.

'It's a shame. But she'll have to go. Mother. She doesn't love us.'

'Oh, Max. Just be a kid. Stay cool, as your grandfather would say. Cool.'

They rose and dusted themselves down and Richard put an arm around his son's shoulder as they walked back up the hill. He felt a mix of wary emotions, and a touch of elation, because his son was estranged from her too and now they were complicit.
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