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For Carsten

with love beyond words





 ‘When we see the brain we realize that we are, on

one level, no more than meat; and, on another, no more than fiction.’



Paul Broks, Into the Silent Land





WARNING

I’m not most kids. I’m Louis Drax. Stuff happens to me that shouldn’t happen, like going on a picnic where you drown.

   Just ask my maman what it’s like being the mother of an accident-prone boy and she’ll tell you. No fun. You can’t sleep, wondering where it’s going to end. You see danger everywhere and you think, Got to protect him, got to protect him. But sometimes you can’t.

   Maman hated me before she loved me because of the first accident. The first accident was being born. It happened the same way as the emperor Julius Caesar. They stab the lady with a knife till her belly pops, and then they yank you out, all yelling and covered in blood. They thought I wouldn’t make it out in the normal way, see. (Also gross.) Plus they thought she would die from it too, like Julius Caesar’s mum, and they’d have to put our dead bodies in coffins, a big one for her and a kid-size one for me. Or maybe they’d put us both in the same one, a two-corpse coffin and blah blah blah. I bet they make them. I bet you can order them from the Internet for mums and boys with a special bond. Being born was gross; even if you live to be a hundred years old, you and your maman don’t get over something like that, but it was just the beginning. I didn’t know that though, and nor did she.

   The second accident was when I was a baby. I was about eight weeks old and I was lying asleep in my cot and suddenly I started getting Cot Death. Got to protect him, got to protect him, she went in her head. Don’t panic. Just call an ambulance. And they told her how to de-suffocate me till they arrived and they gave me oxygen that left bruises all over my chest. She’s probably still got the photos. She’ll show you if you want, plus the X-rays of my cute little baby ribs, all broken and smashed. Then when I was four I had a fit where I screamed so hard I practically stopped breathing for nine and a half minutes. True story. Not even the Great Houdini could do that and he was an escape artist. He was American. Then when I was six I fell on the tracks of the métro in Lyon. I was 85 per cent electrocuted. That hardly ever happens to anyone, but it happened to me. I survived, but it was practically a miracle. Then I had food poisoning, from stuffing my face with poisoned food. Salmonella and tetanus and botulism and meningitis are just some of the diseases I’ve had, plus others I can’t pronounce but they’re in volume three of the encyclopédie médicale, you can read about them, they’re gross.

   —Having a kid like me was a nightmare for her, I tell Gustave. Gustave’s an expert on nightmares because his whole life’s one. —Every day, she was thinking about all the different kinds of danger, and how to keep me safe.

   —You’re better off here, says Gustave. —I was lonely before you came, Young Sir. Stay as long as you want. Keep me company.

   I’m getting used to him, but he still scares me. His whole head’s wrapped in bandages with blood on. If you saw him you’d think he was creepy too; you might even die of fright. But you might tell him things anyway, just like I’m doing. It’s easier if you can’t see someone’s face.

   The thing is, I wasn’t to be trusted. Lose sight of me for a minute and I’d get myself into trouble. Everyone said having a high IQ made it worse not better.

   —They say that cats have nine lives, said Maman, —because their souls cling to their bodies and won’t let go. If you were a cat, Louis, you’d have used up eight of your lives by now. One for each year. We can’t go on like this.

   And Papa and Fat Perez agreed.

   —Who’s Fat Perez? says Gustave.

   Fat Perez was a fat mind-reader who wasn’t any good at mind-reading. Maman and Papa used to pay him to listen to me, and get to the bottom of the mystery. The Strange Mystery of Louis Drax, the Amazing Accident-Prone Boy. That’s what Papa always called it when he was turning it into a story. But it wasn’t a funny one. It was deadly serious and it drove Maman to sheer desperation.

   Hey, Gustave. Listen to what everyone said. Everyone said that one day I was going to have a big accident, an accident to end all accidents. One day you might look up and see a kid falling from the sky.

   That would be me.



Kids shouldn’t make their maman cry, so that’s why I went to see Fat Perez in Gratte-Ciel on Wednesdays. He lived in an apartment by the Place Frères Lumières. You might not know who the frères Lumières were. The frères Lumières were two brothers who invented the cinema, and there’s a museum about them and a fountain in the square and a market where Maman went shopping for salad and tomatoes and cheese. I hated tomatoes so much I was allergic to them. And she went to the charcutier to buy saucisson sec that me and Papa secretly called donkey dick. While she was shopping, Fat Perez and me, we talked about blood and stuff.

   —Whatever’s on your mind, it’s OK to talk about, Louis. I’m here to listen.

   Quite often it was vampire bats, because I know a lot about La Planète Bleue and also Les Animaux: leur vie extraordinaire and dead people like Jacques Cousteau and Adolf Hitler and Jeanne d’Arc and the Wright brothers and different diseases and poisons. The world blood-sucking record for a vampire bat is five litres, it sucks it from a cow’s neck or buttock after paralysing it with spit called saliva. I could tell Fat Perez anything I wanted, because it was just between the two of us and it didn’t leave the room. The grosser it was, the more excited he got. His leather chair squeaked.

   I always thought that if he ever stopped being all excited by my blood stories, he could just leave a tape recorder in the room with his voice on it saying Tell Me More every few minutes. Then he could go and watch Cartoon Network and spend the money on sweets.

   —How many euros does it cost per time?

   —That’s a question to ask Maman, he says. —Or Papa.

   —I’m asking you. How many per time?

   —Why’s it important to you?

   —Because maybe I could do what you do. Earn some dosh.

   He smiles his creepy fat smile.

   —Would you like to help people, do you think?

   That makes me laugh.

   —Help people? I’d like to sit in a chair and say ‘tell me more’ and get zillions of euros for it per time, that’s what I’d like, it looks like an easy life.

   —Do you feel that you’d like to have an easy life, when you grow up?

   —Stupid question.

   —Why is it stupid, Louis?

   —Because I’m not going to grow up, am I?

   —What makes you think that?

   Does he think I’m a total moron? Does he think I come from the planet Pluto or somewhere humans don’t have brains?

   —Second stupid question.

   —I’m sorry if you think it’s a stupid question Louis. But I’m still interested in your answer, he says, with his fat face. —So. What makes you think you won’t grow up, Louis?

    Don’t say anything, don’t say anything, don’t say anything.

   Fat Perez was my biggest enemy but he never scared me the way Gustave does. Gustave’d scare you too, if you met him. Because underneath the bandages he hasn’t got a face and sometimes he coughs so hard it turns into being sick and sometimes I think I’m making him up just for someone to talk to. But if I am, I don’t know how to stop because if someone’s living in your head, how do you get them out?

   You can’t, is how. You can’t, because that’s where they live.



There are laws and you go to prison if you break them but there are secret rules too, so secret no one ever talks about them. Here’s a secret rule of pet-keeping. If you own a small creature, say a hamster called Mohammed, and he lives for longer than a small rodent’s lifespan, which is two years, then you’re allowed to kill him if you want to, because you’re his owner. This secret rule of pet-keeping has a name, it’s called Right of Disposal. You’re allowed to do it with suffocation, or with poison if you have any, say weedkiller. Or you can drop something heavy on him, like volume three of the encyclopédie médicale or Harry Potter et l’Ordre du Phénix. Just as long as you don’t make a mess.

   Visiting Fat Perez was Papa’s idea, but it was Maman’s headache because she was the one who had to take me there. Papa was busy working up in the clouds, saying cabin crew, fifteen minutes to landing, doors to manual and studying pressure maps and going on a people-skills course because–

   Actually I don’t know why. I don’t know what a people-skills course is.

   Fat Perez’s apartment was on the rue Malesherbes in Gratte-Ciel. First you rang the bell and he buzzed you in and there was a stink of bouillabaisse on the way to the lift, or sometimes green beans, and you had to go up four floors in a creaky old lift, and you needed to pee every time you got in. Fat Perez said it was about feeling trapped.

   —You suffer from mild claustrophobia, he says. —It’s not abnormal, it happens to lots of kids and some grown-ups too, this need to relieve your bladder in confined spaces. Just try to hold on.

   But every Wednesday I still had to rush to pee as soon as we were in Fat Perez’s creepy apartment. The bladder is like a balloon. It’s a muscular bag, but it pops if you hold on too long, trust me. Before I flushed the toilet I sometimes went out and put my ear to the door of his living room to hear what they were saying about me. Sometimes they’d be arguing, like they were married. But I could never hear the words properly, even using the glass he keeps his toothbrush in that’s always got gross green gunk at the bottom.

   If you pay someone, they shouldn’t argue with you.

   When I came out, she’d say, See you later, Louis darling, I’ll do my shopping. And then she’d leave so that me and Fat Perez could have our little conversation that cost a whole lot of euros from the cash machine that came from Papa being in the cockpit. Sometimes the stewardess brings him coffee while he is flying. Or sometimes tea but never beer or cognac.

   —How’s life been treating you then, Louis? goes Fat Perez.

   —Papa could get sacked from Air France if he drank beer or cognac.

   Fat Perez is old, probably forty, and he has a big fat face like a baby. If you had a pin you could burst it, and yellow gob would splatter out.

   —Yes. I believe that’s true. Or any alcoholic drink for that matter. They have strict rules for pilots, says Fat Perez. —Now my question, Louis.

   Question One is always the question about how life is treating me. But sometimes he doesn’t ask it, he just waits for me to start but that never works because of the secret rule, called Don’t Say Anything, so we just sit there till he can’t stand it any longer. I’m much more patient than Fat Perez, because five minutes is the longest he can do before his chair squeaks, and he doesn’t know the secret rule because I invented it. When he asks me Question One, if I’m not playing Don’t Say Anything, I might tell him Everything’s perfect, thank you, Monsieur Perez. Is your diet going well? Or I might make up a story about school, about fights and stuff. Sometimes there’s a real thing that happened to someone else, but I tell him it was me. He’s such a sucker, because he always believes me or if he doesn’t, he pretends to. Pretending makes him even more of a sucker. It makes him a double sucker. Watch this.

   —Today I got attacked ultra-violently, I go.

    Squeak. —Tell me more.

   —In Carpentry. I was making this spiral staircase out of balsa wood, a scaled-down model. Then along came the bullies, eight of them, saying Wacko Boy, Wacko Boy, Wacko Boy. They were all carrying hammers, but one of them, the biggest bully, he had a fretsaw too. He grabbed me by the neck and forced my head into the vice. And then they all got their hammers and started bashing nails into my skull.

   —Ouch, says Fat Perez. Squeak.

   What a creep. What a sucker. We don’t even have Carpentry, that’s from the old days when Papa was at school. We have IT instead, that’s much more useful because you can learn to be a hacker.

   —It hurt like hell. And he was just about to saw my head off when the teacher came along. Monsieur Zidane. He’s a football champion too. But the worst thing was, it was me he punished. True story.

   —Why did he punish you, and not the bullies? asks Fat Perez. —Out of interest.

   —Cos bullies always win, and cos my blood made a mess. Football champions don’t like clearing up other people’s messes, when they’ve won zillions of trophies and the World Cup. When I got my head out of the vice, I left a trail of blood all down the corridor and into the toilets. Green blood. That pissed him off.

   —Why green?

   —Because I have leukaemia, and the chemotherapy turns your blood green. Didn’t you know that? I thought you were trained.

   —Green blood. Leukaemia. Fascinating! Tell me more, he goes. Squeak.

   He should be called Monsieur Tell Me More instead of Fat Perez. Or Monsieur Stupid Creep Sucker Arsehole.

   Anyway I can say anything I want, because all feelings are allowed. Children should feel free to express their feelings even if they are negative. The world is a safe place, blah blah blah.

   Ha ha, only joking.



Now pay attention, Fat Perez. My turn to ask questions.

   Question One: Does my mum visit you on her own, when I’m at school?

   Question Two: When she’s telling you things about her and my papa, does your chair squeak?

   Question Three: Afterwards, do you sex each other?

   And if he was there when I asked that, his chair would go: Squeak, squeak, squeak. And if Gustave was there he’d say: Steady on, Young Sir. Don’t waste energy. Keep your eye on the ball.



—We’re going to do something wonderful this weekend, she says. —For our birthday treat.

   We’ve got almost the same birthday, see, just like we nearly had the same death-day when I was born. My birthday is on 7 April, just two days after hers, so we’re sort of twins her and me, we need each other, we’d die without each other. So we celebrate them together, on the day in between. I’m nine, and she’s forty, which is called The Big Four-Oh. Papa comes down from Paris, where he sort of lives now, with his evil mother called Lucille, and I get lots of presents, and one of them’s a new hamster. He’s called Mohammed, just like the last one, and he’ll live in the same cage and poo in the same jam jar as the last Mohammed. I always call them Mohammed because it’s a good name for a hamster, Papa says it’s a dynasty.

   Mohammed the Third came with a book called How to Look After Your Small Rodent.

   —Let’s hope this one lasts a bit longer, said Papa. —You can take him with you to Paris, when you come to see me and Mamie.

   But Maman gave him a funny look because Paris is a bad place.

   He’s a pale hamster, his fur’s paler than the last one and his eyes aren’t black, they’re dark red, like they’re bulging with blood. Maybe because he’s scared. The Mohammeds are always scared till they’ve spent a week in their cage and started to learn the secret rules of pet-keeping. Papa calls their cage Alcatraz, which is a film about a prison where they escaped and blah blah blah.

   For Maman’s birthday present, I gave her some perfume called Aura that totally reeked, it was worse than cat pee and a dead rat. Papa bought it at the airport for me to give her. He gets a discount. So it was a present from me but I didn’t choose it and I didn’t pay for it and I didn’t get the discount, I just had the thought.

   —What a nice thought, said Maman, when she sprayed it behind her ears, and she hugged me and hugged me and kissed me and kissed me, and I could hardly breathe I was coughing so much from it.

   It’s the thought that counts.

   In a year’s time I will be The Big One-Oh.

   I didn’t tell her I didn’t actually have the thought, even. I’d forgotten it was her birthday because I was so excited about mine and getting Mohammed the Third. Papa reminded me on the phone and told me to make a card but I was doing a Lego model of a rocket-launcher plus space capsule and I forgot about the card so in the end I just signed Papa’s when he came in his new car that’s a Volkswagen Passat. I used black wax crayon, which is for vampire bats and death stuff and the swastika.

   My maman’s very fragile like glass because her life’s been very hard, Papa says. That’s why she gets headaches and she cries and sometimes screams at me and then says sorry and cries more and hugs me and hugs me and kisses me and kisses me. But Papa’s not fragile. He’s one of the strongest men in the world. If you met him, he might punch you in the face and give you a bad headache called concussion. He’s good at hitting, he could’ve been a boxer but he wouldn’t ever fight dirty, like the man who killed the Great Houdini by punching him in the stomach before he got his muscles ready. Papa works on his muscles at the gym; Pectoral and Abdominal are just two of them but he’s got others too, more than most dads. He could be a Killing Machine if he did the training. He just hasn’t got time to do the training, that’s all. He’s too busy flying aeroplanes. It’s a desk job, he says. The cockpit is a glorified desk. It’s a frustrating life, not as glamorous as you think, mon petit loup.

   Plus you have to be careful about how you drink beer and cognac, you have to do it in secret because nobody’s allowed to know, especially if you’ve been drinking more ever since Disneyland Resort Paris and you’ve gone all weird and angry with your wife and your son who are innocent victims of your frustration and shouldn’t be blamed for things that aren’t their fault because they’re no one’s fault but your own and you need to face up to it.

   —We’re all going away for the weekend, says Maman.—Out of Lyon, into the countryside. We’ll go for a lovely spring picnic down in the Auvergne, you and me and Papa, we’ll be a family again.

   All smiley with lipstick that’s pink.

   Papa used to fly on international routes but now he just flies domestically. It’s better to fly domestically because that way you don’t jeopardise your family life, that’s the most precious thing in the world. The birthday card I got, it said: To Our Darling Son. And the one him and me gave her, it said: To a Wonderful Mother. When she read it she did something sideways and twitchy with her mouth and she looked at Papa with a weird face and she said, I suppose Lucille chose this? And she put it next to the card from her maman who sent me one too but I’ve never met her cos Guadeloupe is far away where they grow mangoes and exotic fruit and blah blah blah.

   —There’s a wild flower up there, you can find it in the mountains, near Ponteyrol, she says. —It’s called Spring Glory and it flowers in April. We can pick some.

   —What for?

   —To put in a vase. And to give to people, she says—Friends. And she smiles again.

   Maman’s friends keep changing. They keep changing because one day they have a Major Disagreement, and the Major Disagreement is always about me and she has to fire them because she’s on my side, defending me from spiteful people who ask mean questions and say I’m Wacko Boy. That’s what mums are for but it’s very Isolating. My papa has colleagues. They’re other Air France pilots and beautiful stewardesses from other airlines that are rival airlines. And maybe people from the gym. But I bet they think flowers suck. I bet they’ve never heard of Spring Glory. I’ve never heard of Spring Glory. Have you heard of Spring Glory?

   Oh yeah? What colour is it then?

   See? No one’s heard of it. She made it up, to get us out of the apartment. She does that sometimes because she gets all cooped up. Mothers need air and space and freedom. They’re like birds, if you keep them in a cage they go mad. It isn’t just dads that need to fly. Plus they’ve been arguing on the phone.

   —All your fault!

   —My fault? Did you say my fault?

   And she’s trying to make everything all right again. That’s what women do. They do Emotional Work. If they don’t do Emotional Work he might stay away for ever and drink beer and cognac in bars and plot how to destroy our family with his evil mother called Lucille, who sent me a birthday card with fifty euros in it and a photo of her and Papa when he was a boy with their dog called Youqui who got run over by a tractor. His legs were paralysed so they had to do Mercy Killing. That’s a bit like Right of Disposal but the rules are less fun.

   —Now let’s see, goes Maman. —I’ve packed the suitcase. We’re spending Saturday night in a hotel near Vichy, then we’ll drive back to Lyon on Sunday night. Papa’s got the whole weekend off, so we’re having a bit of a treat. Now, picnic hamper, thermos  ...

   The picnic things all look brand new, maybe it’s part of Emotional Work. I’ve never seen this stuff before, plastic plates and cups and knives and forks, because we’ve never gone on a picnic before. I’ve been on picnics, but not with them. With school. On school trips. If you drop litter you have to go back and pick it up. The teachers get you to sing stupid songs and on the way back, someone pukes in the coach. I see what’s in the hamper when she puts it in the car boot. I lift the lid of the freezer-box and there’s the food, all wrapped in cling film that’s dangerous for children because if you stretch it over your face you look cool like a mega-violent criminal but then you suffocate and die. There’s pâté and saucisson sec secretly called donkey dick, and Camembert and grapes and a birthday cake from Pâtisserie Charles. Papa comes and looks too.

   —You’ve really gone to town, Natalie, he says.

   And that’s what I think too but I don’t say anything.

   —You’re only forty once, says Maman.

    Donkey dick, says Papa secretly to me, but not aloud, just moving his mouth.

   —Can I bring Mohammed? I go.

   —No, chéri, says Maman. —Sorry. Out of the question.

   But Papa says, Why not, just as long as he stays in Alcatraz, so Mohammed goes in the car too, in the boot with the food even though it’s OK to leave him for as long as ten days because he’s a low-maintenance pet. And hey, just look at us, we’re being a family again, with a mum and a dad and a hamster. And Maman slams the door of the boot and we get in the Volkswagen Passat that has a six-stack CD player and a sunroof and Papa puts on his sunglasses that make him look cool like a gangster, and clicks his seatbelt and starts the car, zzhhmm, and turns and smiles at us, and says ‘let’s hit the road’, like nothing’s wrong, like they might love each other again, like there isn’t going to be a man in bandages who hasn’t got a face, and like nothing terrible’s going to happen.







Little boys love sea monsters. If I had a son, I’d take him to see the giant squid that’s just arrived in Paris, fifteen metres long and pickled in formaldehyde. I saw a photo in Nouvel Observateur: a tubular body with suckered tentacles trailing balletically behind. It made me think of an orchid, or a slender, grasping sea anemone loosed from its moorings and wandering fathoms deep, lost and racked by doubt. The Latin name is architeuthis. In years gone by they were dismissed as a sailors’ myth, the product of too much time spent on too much ocean, salt-water madness. But now, global warming has blessed the giant squid; its population has gone berserk, and proof of its existence is daily flotsam on foreign shores. Its eyes are the size of dinner plates.

   If I had a son–

   But I don’t. Only grown-up daughters. Sophisticated young women with mobile phones, who have little time for freaks of nature. They’re both students in Montpellier. I’d have taken them to see underwater monsters, if they’d shown the inclination. But boys are different. A boy has all the time in the world for a giant squid.

   Louis Drax would have loved to see one, I’m sure of it. He kept pet hamsters, but he hankered after more threatening creatures: tarantulas, iguanas, snakes, bats – gothic animals with spikes, scales, scary fur, a potential for destruction. His favourite reading was a lavishly illustrated children’s book called Les Animaux: leur vie extraordinaire. He knew much of the text by heart.

   He had a vivid, eccentric imagination, according to his mother, Natalie Drax. A ‘reality problem’, was how his psychologist, Marcel Perez, put it in his statement to the police. Louis was a dreamer, a loner. He had difficulty distinguishing fact from fiction. Like a lot of highly intelligent, articulate children, he did badly at school because he was bored out of his mind. He was small for his age, with deep, dark eyes that penetrated you somehow. That’s what everyone said. A weird kid. A remarkable kid. Unbelievably intelligent. Reading between the lines, you also got the impression that the same people might have added, privately, that he could also be a ‘typical only child’ – code for spoiled brat. But after what happened, no one dared to speak ill of Louis, whatever reservations they may have had about him.

   I have a feeling that the nine-year-old Louis Drax and I would have got on, if we’d met. We’d have discussed curious phenomena of the natural world, and maybe I’d have taught him a few card games: poker, vingt-et-un, gin rummy. I was an only child too; we had that in common. I’d have shown him my phrenological chart and waxed poetic on the workings of the human brain. Explained how different parts of it govern different impulses. How jokes and tongue-twisters come from a different place from algebra and map-reading. He’d have liked that. Yes, I’m quite sure he’d have liked that.

   But that wasn’t going to happen. Things got blown off track for both of us, and now – Let’s just say, I see no party balloons on the horizon.



Everyone rewrites history. I’ve certainly been trying to. My favourite version of Louis’ story is the one in which I did the right thing every time, and had the intuition to sense what was really going on. But it’s not the truth. The truth is that I was blind, and I was blind because I deliberately closed my eyes to what was there.

   Fine weather and death should never go together. But on the day of Louis’ final accident, they did: it happened on a lovely afternoon in early April in the mountains of the Auvergne. Cool but with a bright sun. It’s wild, extravagantly rugged country, much favoured by speleologists, who come to explore and chart the underground cave systems made by earthquakes and volcanic disturbances millennia ago; deep rifts and fissures that stretch for miles, puckering the earth’s crust like scar tissue. The picnic site, near the town of Ponteyrol, was a sheltered spot on a mountainside, scented with wild thyme. I suspect that even the gendarmes, busy with photographs and maps, couldn’t help noticing how seductive their surroundings were. The roar of the ravine far below is soothing rather than menacing. You could be lulled to sleep by the rush of those waters. Some of the gendarmes may even have thought of returning here with their families, one summer Sunday in the future – though they would not have mentioned how they came to know the place, or spoken of the catastrophe that occurred there.

   After the accident, the boy’s mother was far too distraught to make a proper statement, but as soon as they got the gist of what had happened, the police called for urgent back-up to hunt for the missing father. Then Madame Drax was sedated and the ambulance crew bore her off, along with the wrecked body of her son. She wouldn’t let go of his hand. It was still soft, but extremely cold, like refrigerated dough. He had fallen to the bottom of the ravine, where the fast-flowing water had gulped him down, then regurgitated him on an outcrop of stone a little way downstream. That’s where they found his drowned body, soaked through by freezing spray. They went through the motions of reviving him, pumping the water out of his lungs and attempting resuscitation. But it was pointless. He was dead.

   I have often wondered what Madame Drax felt, when they winched the boy up and she saw the hopeless flop of his wet limbs, the stark whiteness of his skin. What was going through her poor mind? Apparently she screamed again and again, then howled like a wounded animal, barely stopping for breath. They managed to calm her eventually. A storm was beginning to gather; as the ambulance drew away, grey bloated rain-clouds were marshalling themselves on the horizon.

   In the ambulance, Natalie Drax became silent, almost composed, according to the policewoman who was with her. I am sure that at this point, as she gripped her son’s dead hand, she must have prayed. Everyone becomes a believer in a crisis, calling on a God with whom to cut a last-ditch deal. She’d have prayed that time could be reversed, that this day had never dawned, that all their choices had been otherwise, that all the words that had spilled from them could be unsaid, that the whole episode could rewind and stall. I also believe that on some level Madame Drax must have blamed herself, even then, for what became of Louis. She must have seen it coming. She, of all people, knew what was going on, where Louis was headed, the danger he was in. She had done her best to prevent the inevitable from happening – and perhaps even managed to delay it a little. But she was unable to stop it.

   At the hospital, the urgency of making a statement got through to her, briefly, before the drugs sucked her into an artificially deep and dreamless sleep. She told the police what had happened in more detail, in a dead voice that might have come from a machine. And in the same dead voice, she answered all their questions. She was the only remaining witness to the event. The family who found her, screaming, in the road, arrived ten minutes after Louis’ fatal plunge down towards the ravine and his father’s subsequent disappearance. It was they who had rung the police.

   By then the storm had split the sky, unleashing ugly gouts of thunder that crescendoed across the mountains. The lashing rain soon became so relentless that cars pulled in at the roadside, waiting for the worst to pass. In retrospect, it seemed an extraordinary quirk of chance that the ambulance crew managed to reach Louis’ body when it did. Two hours later the torrential downpour would have made any attempt impossible; by the time night fell, the police were forced to leave the mountainside altogether.

   The next morning, the storm had blown over and the sky was blue again, rinsed of violence. Returning to take more photographs and widen the search, the police retrieved the Draxs’ abandoned car, a brand-new Volkswagen Passat parked half a kilometre up the road from the picnic spot; in the boot was a live hamster in a cage, running madly on its little treadmill. They removed the now soaking rug, the picnic hamper, and the rest of the detritus from the picnic area: plates, knives and forks, a thermos of coffee, half a bottle of white wine, three unopened cans of Coke, some sodden napkins and – oddly – a blister packet of contraceptive pills, midway through the cycle. What they missed, I imagine nature would have claimed swiftly enough. Ants would march in determined lines to carry off what the rain had not swept away: tiny grains of sugar and salt, soggy fragments of crisps. Squirrels would discover the peanuts, wasps would buzz angrily over half-dissolved cake-crumbs and flakes of icing. Despite a rigorous search, which included sending frogmen down into the swollen ravine, and checking several kilometres of river downstream, the police could find no trace of the boy’s father, Pierre Drax. It seemed that he had simply vanished from the face of the earth, as though swallowed and digested by its volcanic crust.

   The fact is that only the three people involved in the tragedy knew what happened on the mountainside that day. Of those, one could never know the full truth. One was hiding from it. And the third was dead. That’s how it was. And if it had not been for a miracle, that’s how it would have stayed.

   There are many beginnings to Louis Drax’s story, but the day of his death at the ravine was the point where our existences began, invisibly, to mesh. I later came to see it as the day that marked the start of my ruin, and the probable end of my career. I nearly said ‘life’; bizarre, how I can still confuse the two, even after all I’ve learned. Hospitals – medical environments of any kind – are the strangest places on earth, crammed with miracles, horror, and banality: birth, pain, grief, vending machines, death, blood, administrative memos. Yet for a doctor it’s so easy to feel at home in them, more at home sometimes than in your own home, if they are your livelihood and your passion and your reason for–

   Well. Until one day something happens, and a man like me comes to realise there is a world beyond the clinic where he works, a whole alternative reality to the one he has lived and breathed for all these years, a reality whose toxic logic can send a man hurtling to the brink, destroying everything he’s worked for, respected, valued, cared for, earned, loved. That’s when life begins to go awry. Put a magnet to a compass and it loses its grip; it spins and jolts and abandons its allegiance to north. That’s what happened to me. When the Drax case came along, it’s as if a magnet came and skewed my compass, forcing conventional morality to jump ship. You could try and write it up in the normal way but you’d get stuck. I know, because I’ve attempted it. It starts simply.

The patient, a nine-year-old male, was pronounced dead on arrival at Vichy Accident and Emergency unit, following a series of catastrophic insults to the cranium and upper body caused by a fall, then drowning. The body was taken to the morgue in preparation for the post-mortem  ...

So far, so normal. But then–

The same night, at eleven p.m....

That’s when it stops making sense. It’s a simple enough scenario. The boy’s stone dead on the slab in the morgue in Vichy General Hospital, the name-tag round his ankle. The thunder’s still crashing outside, with sheet lightning illuminating the sky every few minutes. His heavily sedated mother, Natalie Drax, has been settled in a ward on the second floor, and placed under observation; she is judged to be potentially suicidal.

   One of the morgue technicians – his name’s Frédéric Leclerc – is cleaning his utensils in a corner; he’s about to come off shift. But then he hears a noise. Not thunder, he’s sure of that immediately. It’s indoors, and it’s human; he describes it as ‘a hiccup’. So he turns round on his heel, and what does he see but the kid’s chest moving. A kind of spasm. Frédéric’s only young, hasn’t been in the job long. But he knows it’s long past the stage where a corpse can have muscle reflexes. To his credit, he doesn’t panic – even though he must feel he’s in some B horror-movie. He rings upstairs straight away, and they mobilise the resuscitation unit.

   But when they arrive, the child doesn’t even seem to need it. His heart’s beating quite normally, and he’s breathing, though it’s laboured. So they take him back up to Emergency to identify the broken bones and assess the internal damage. They have to take his spleen out. One of the splintered ribs is threatening the left lung, so they have to manage that, while investigating the skull fractures and working out an intervention strategy. It’s looking pretty dismal. But he’s alive.

   Philippe Meunier, who signed the death certificate, is hauled back in to assess the cranial injuries. I went to medical school with Philippe, where we began as friends. Later, when we both opted for neurology, a certain rivalry developed. He’s on the circuit, so we bump into each other once in a while at conferences, where we speak with a hearty brusqueness and mask our latent aggression by slapping one another on the back slightly too hard. We’ve had our clashes but I’ll say this for Philippe: he’s a good, thorough clinician. Time being of the essence, he acts quickly to reduce the oedemic process that’s started. The scan shows that the injury to the cerebrum is serious, but the brain-stem is intact. The real danger from head injuries comes from swelling, because the skull is a box that keeps the brain trapped. With ventilation and steroids, Philippe reduces the pressure swiftly enough. But the child’s still unconscious, hovering between four and five on the Glasgow Coma Scale.

   You can’t call Louis’ return to life a miracle; we’re not supposed to talk about them in our profession. A medical screw-up is closer to the truth. But to be honest, my heart went out to Philippe Meunier. Drowning and hypothermia can resemble death, in very rare paediatric cases. Searching for some euphemistic phrase to paper over the cracks, one might perhaps call it an ‘unexpected event’, or ‘the result of a previous misdiagnosis’, or even ‘a rare phenomenon’. But the bottom line is that the boy came back to life, two hours after being pronounced officially dead. And no one on earth – to this day – knows exactly why. No need to go into how bad it’s going to be for the doctors involved – and Philippe wasn’t the only one – on the blame front. They’re all going crazy, of course. There’s a basic reservoir of paranoia in any hospital: that day in Vichy, it burst its banks.

   Anyway, someone has to break the news to the mother. But they decide not to – at least, not right away. They don’t see any point in waking her, in case the boy dies a second time – a distinct possibility, given the extent of his cranial injuries. This case has ‘bad outcome’ written all over it. But when she wakes up, a few hours later, wanting to be with the body, he’s still in the land of the living – though only just – and they can’t delay it any longer. It seems, Madame, that your son is in fact alive. In rare cases, it’s not totally unheard of for ... We don’t completely understand how it ... She’s wild, overjoyed, tearful, confused – everything at once. Totally overloaded. She’s been to hell, thinking her son’s dead. The next thing she knows, the doctor’s telling her he’s a mini Lazarus. She’s woken from the worst nightmare of her life.

   Or not. Because the son-coming-back-to-life part is the good news. The bad news is that he’s possibly going to be what in common parlance is termed ‘a vegetable’. At which point Natalie Drax goes very pale and very quiet. I can imagine her state of mind. She’d prayed for a miracle in the ambulance, prayed to a God she’d given up on long ago, never really believed in. And now here, as requested  ...

   It’s unthinkable. She shudders and blinks.



Despite the refunctioning of his lungs and vital organs, the patient did not regain consciousness, though his condition stabilised and improved. He remained in a comatose state in Dr Philippe Meunier’s neurological unit in Vichy for three months, until a sudden fit caused his condition to deteriorate considerably. At this point, according to the normal procedure, his transfer to the Clinique de l’Horizon in Provence was approved.

    On 10 July, he arrived as my patient in deep coma  ...



   A Portuguese artist’s reworking of the Gall/Spurzheim phrenological map hangs on the wall of my office, above the table where I keep my bonsais. With deft brush strokes the artist has transmogrified the skull into a piece of natural architecture, a set of juxtaposed compartments all labelled according to phrenology’s vision of the mind’s contents: secretiveness, benevolence, hope, self-esteem, time, continuity, parental love, eventuality and so on. Nonsense, but so much more poetic, somehow, than the real structure of the brain, with its interlocking meat-chambers: the frontal, temporal, parietal, occipital lobes, the putamen, the pallidus, the thalamus, the fornix and the caudate. I remember glancing up at my phrenological map on the morning Louis Drax was due to arrive, as though it might hold a clue.

   But look, before I plunge further into the story of Louis, let me tell you that I was a different man then. For all my professional success and for all the insight I believed I possessed, I was living on the surface of life. I thought I had seen its innards, taken its pulse, got an idea of its hidden workings. But I hadn’t really seen within. Had not yet marvelled. Put it this way: I was a man doing a job I loved – perhaps too much, too intensely – but I had my failings too, my tendencies and my traits and my blind spots or whatever a psychologist would call them. I won’t apologise for myself. The fact is that during the terrible summer when the world cracked open, I was who I was.

   The day Louis Drax arrived at the clinic began on a bad note, domestically. It was a close, rain-starved July, one of the hottest on record in Provence; every day the temperature soared as high as the forties and the radio and TV blared fresh warnings of forest fires. It seemed that the arson season was starting early. As I sat out on the balcony finishing breakfast in the morning sunshine and skimming the previous day’s Le Monde, crashing noises came from the kitchen. When I’ve committed any kind of marital transgression, Sophie has the habit of unloading the dishwasher in a particularly cacophonous way. I knew better than to stir things up further, so at eight o’clock I prepared to leave for the clinic without giving her my usual kiss goodbye. But as I was closing the front door behind me, she flung open the kitchen window and stuck out her head like a cuckoo from a Swiss clock. She’d washed her hair and was dripping water.

   —So, am I to expect you home for dinner at eight, or will I once again have the fun of cooking something only to sit on my own and watch it go cold for an hour?

   Sophie was referring to the previous evening, when I had returned home to find her sprawled on the sofa, red-eyed, and flanked by greetings cards from the girls, her sister and her mother, wishing us both a happy twenty-third anniversary – an occasion I had totally forgotten, despite the fact that our eldest daughter, Oriane, had rung me the previous week to remind me to ‘do something romantic with Maman’. Not only had I failed to do anything romantic, but I had added insult to injury by coming home from work late – dismally, shockingly late, even by my own standards. I’d been recounting the content of an editorial in the United States Journal of Neurology to my patients and lost track of time.

   —It’s just so humiliating! Can’t you show just a shred of romance? Sophie had wailed, as she cleared away the uneaten dinner she’d prepared. —I’m beginning to wonder why we don’t just go our separate ways, Pascal. You’d rather lecture comatose people about neurological theory than have a conversation with your own wife. Look at the two of us, rattling around in this big empty house like a couple of ... I don’t know. Pointless marbles.

   Sophie never shies away from reality, and I recognised she had struck a note of truth. I felt bad, and said so – but my apologies fell on stony ground. It wasn’t an easy time in our marriage. Once upon a time we had been happy. We had children early, made a good family. Then ... well. A typical marriage perhaps: radiant moments, small losses of faith, nagging doubts, resurgences, complacency. For the last few months the public library in Layrac, which Sophie ran with characteristic zeal, had been threatened with cutbacks. With both our daughters now installed at the fac in Montpellier, Sophie was feeling frustrated and unfulfilled.

   I loved my wife, as far as I knew. But how far did I know? The empty nest had highlighted a lack, not just for her, but for me too. Emotional and physical. (Why is it so hard, I wondered, for a woman to grasp that a man needs the comfort of a female body from time to time? That it’s unfair to make a man sleep alone every time he rattles her cage?) That burning summer, even before the arrival of Louis Drax, things seemed to be spiralling downward.

   My walk to work takes five minutes, door to door. A light morning mist hung in the bright air, with something feral in its scent, as when the hunting season is in full spate. Life, I thought. It smells of life. I love breathing in that mixture of pine resin and sea salt. It stirs the brain, puts the turbulences of marriage in perspective. Sophie was always mollified by flowers, especially if they came in the form of a highly expensive bouquet with cellophane and ribbons, so as I made my way to work through the olive groves, I resolved to drop in at the village florist’s on the way back from work and make us both feel better. As the clinic came into view up ahead, stark white and bright in the sun, bleached concrete and stainless steel grafted on to the nineteenth-century stone shell of the former Hôpital des Incurables, my heart lifted. By the time the automatic doors slid open to welcome me and I inhaled the first gush of chilled air, I was on a high.

   Part of my excitement was about the new patient they were bringing me. It may sound strange to say this about somebody who appears to be irredeemably comatose, but I was looking forward to meeting the Drax boy. I don’t read the home pages of the paper closely, so I knew nothing about his accident at that stage, but I’d certainly heard about his bizarre return to life on the medical grapevine, though swift PR work in Vichy had ensured that part of the story never reached the papers. Hiccuping corpses don’t do a hospital’s image any favours. Given his medical history, I was intrigued about the state I’d find the boy in. Might I be the one to discover a sign of hope, where others – Philippe Meunier in particular – had failed? In my field, you can’t help fantasising about trouncing everyone’s expectations by producing an unexpected recovery. I spend much of my time doing just that.

   I’m an optimist, when it comes to coma. These people are capable of more than it appears. Those who awake – often in an agonisingly slow, incomplete way – can occasionally recall intensely lucid dreams, almost like hallucinations: long, involved fantasies about people they could never have known or met in real life; scenarios so much more vividly alive and compelling than the dim, humdrum noises that filter through to them from the ward. There have even been cases – rare, I will admit, and much-disputed – of a comatose twin telepathically communicating with his identical sibling or a mother ‘hearing’ the voice of her unconscious child, clearly, in her head. Not all brain activity can be picked up by a machine. We fool ourselves if we think it can be.

   So I had my usual optimism when it came to Louis Drax, though when I read his notes in more detail, I must admit that my heart sank a little. He’d had a fit the week before, which had led to his transfer here. According to the latest electroencephalograms, the episode had plunged him into a deeper coma than before, with a diagnosis of Persistent Vegetative State not far off on the horizon. What usually happens to PVS patients is that when they come down with something – it tends to be pneumonia – a doctor like me – in consultation with the relatives – lets nature take its course. It’s not unheard of for a patient to emerge from a coma that deep, but nobody holds their breath.

   All morning, in my office, I listened out for the crunch of gravel on the driveway, while Noelle buzzed in and out with letters to sign, reminders of appointments, and a fresh memo from the directeur, Guy Vaudin, about evacuation procedures in case of a fire threat. Eric Masserot – the father of my anorexic, Isabelle – was arriving later, and I would need to make time for him. A detective with an odd surname had called and would ring back. If I wanted to order new equipment for the physio unit, I must liaise with the new physiotherapist by Thursday at the latest. Had I prepared my talk and my slides for the symposium in Lyon next week? I replied to Noelle’s various questions and signed her bits of paper, but my mind stayed on the Drax boy.

   It was late morning when the ambulance rolled up the drive. By now the static weather had shifted into something more restless, with the air growing blustery beneath a cobalt sky, making the olive leaves shiver like shoals of fish, dizzy and capricious. There are times when the mistral can drive you mad. Times when it does not fan you, but merely churns the hot air. Today’s wind had menace in it, the same menace van Gogh painted over the cornfield the day before he took his life, the kind that starts outside but lodges in your head as soon as you feel its breath. They wheeled him in on a trolley. Age, nine. Condition, very poor. White-clad nurses on either side, one of them carrying a stuffed toy. And in his wake, the mother, who immediately impressed me with the way she held her small, upright body. Something about her carriage and the tilt of her head announced, ‘proud victim’. Madame Drax was petite, with pale hair that hovered somewhere between red and blonde. Her features – fine and delicately scattered with freckles – were too unremarkable to make her striking at first sight, but she had an allure. Something cat-like. As for the child–

   The poor boy.

   His hair and lashes were dark, but his face was deathly pale. He might have been cast from wax. There was something almost luminous about his skin, which brought to mind those stone carvings of the dead you see in churches, with their tiny, perfect hands and feet, their dreamily closed eyes. His breathing was so shallow that you could barely make out the influx and exhalation of air.

   All I knew at that point was that back in April, Louis Drax had technically died as a result of a fall, but that somehow he’d returned from the dead – or at least from a shocking mis­ diagnosis. Either way, it was so bizarre that it bordered on the grotesque. A medically unusual case, then, with a dismal prognosis in the wake of his fit, according to the notes I’d just read. One to store in one’s mental scrapbook perhaps, not much more to me. But I was a different man then. I knew nothing.

   And so the man who knew nothing introduced himself to Madame Drax and told her that his job was to do everything he could for her son. And that it was a pleasure to meet her. The first contact is important. I needed this woman’s trust if I was to help Louis.

   She told me it was a great relief to be here. She had a Parisian accent, and a small catch in her voice. The smile she gave me in return was no more than a twitch. She was wearing a fragrance that I didn’t recognise. The hand she gave me to shake felt almost boneless, as though her skeleton had dissolved. What this woman must have suffered didn’t bear thinking about. Post-traumatic stress can take many forms. She bore the look of stunned dignity one so often sees on the faces of agonised relatives.

   —The pleasure’s all mine, Madame. Louis is most welcome here. As you see, this is an open ward. Nine beds are filled at present  ....

   As I spoke, I watched her. I am used to studying faces. There is always the potential for both beauty and ugliness, depending on the emotional currents that swarm beneath. Beneath the mask Madame Drax presented to the world, I imagined the loneliness of unresolved and unresolvable grief – and yes, the shame, too, for pain is alienating – that so many parents suffer in such circumstances.

   —He was in a stable coma for nearly three months, she tells me, as we look at the boy’s sleeping face, framed by white pillow, white linen, a pure white gown. Tucked beneath his armpit is a toy – a moose, its fur matted with ancient spit. —Then a week ago, he unexpectedly ... that’s why we–

   She stops: it seems there is no ‘we’ any more. No ring on her finger, but a lighter band of skin where it once was.

   —That’s why Louis and I came here. To you. Dr Meunier recommended you highly.

   Our eyes meet. Hers are a pale greenish hazel, the colour of a Provenµal hillside after winter rain. Clear and young. It pains me that she seems to be facing this alone, and I feel an urgent need to know why.

   —And your husband, is he ...?

   She looks at me in panic and alarm, and a nervous tic suddenly ratchets away at the corner of her mouth. —You mean you haven’t heard about Pierre? About how Louis came to be in a coma? she asks, flustered. —Didn’t they  ...

   —I’ve read the medical notes, Madame, of course. Rest assured.

   My voice is calm, but I feel a little unsettled. Have I missed something?

   —But how it happened, the full story ... you’re not aware? The police haven’t ...?

   —I believe there was a call from a detective this morning, I said quickly, suddenly remembering something Noelle had mentioned. But I could sense something – was it anger? – boiling up in her. —A fall, I gather? Into a ravine?

   But I have triggered an excruciating memory: her face tightens again, and more tears well up. She fumbles in her handbag for a tissue and turns away.

   —Forgive me, Madame. I am assuming she will elaborate at this point, but she does not. Instead she smudges at her eyes with the tissue, then all of a sudden blinks, pulls herself together, and changes gear, telling me that she has rented a cottage in the village, on rue de l’Angelus, and wants to start participating in Louis’ treatment. What can she do? Can she spend as much time as she wants with him? The cleaning-woman, Fatima, begins to mop the floor by our feet; we shift a little. I explain that she needs to take it easy, and let her son settle. She, too, must settle. All too often, patients’ relatives neglect themselves – which doesn’t help anyone. She needs to feel as well and happy as she can.

   —Is there any activity you particularly enjoy? Something you took pleasure in before the accident?

   —I have lots of photographs of Louis. I’ve been meaning to sort them into albums for years.

   —Perfect. And you can show them around. You’ll make friends here quickly, among the other relatives.

   She looks uneasy. —I haven’t really spoken to many people since–

   The image of Louis’ calamitous accident hangs in the air between us.

   —Time to start then, wouldn’t you say?

   —Yes, I suppose so. It’s been very isolating, the whole thing.

   —You have family? Friends?

   —My mother lives in Guadeloupe. She’s been meaning to come over, but my stepfather’s very ill with Parkinson’s.

   —And there’s no one else?

   —Not really. I have a sister, but we don’t see each other. We fell out a long time ago. There is a short silence as we both ponder this. I would like to ask the reason for the estrangement, and for her husband’s absence, but don’t want to appear tactless.

   —Dr Meunier said you had a radical approach. I was glad to hear that, Dr Dannachet. Her mouth twitches again: a small muscle spasm. —Because I think Louis’ condition needs ­ radicalism.

   I return her smile, with what I hope is humility, and give a small, self-deprecating shrug. Might a woman like Madame Drax be impressed by what she has heard of me? Swiftly, I slap the thought down, but not too soon to feel shame at my own ridiculousness. The trouble with being married to someone like Sophie is that you get daily, affectionate reminders of your own absurdity, and imagine her amused laughter in your head.

   —He gives a little flicker of life sometimes, she continues, stroking her son’s hair softly. I can see how her love for him is anxious, immensely protective. —His eyelid twitches, or he sighs, or grunts. Once he moved his hand, like he was trying to clutch at something. Things like that, they give you hope, and then ... All this paraphernalia. She indicates the gastrostomy and catheter tubes emerging from beneath the sheet, attached to silicone bags. She stops, bites her lip. Swallows. She knows he may never emerge.

   That this could be where she has brought her son to die.

   —I know. Gently, I place my hand on her arm, the way doctors are permitted to. —It’s unfortunately all too easy to mistake small movements for a form of consciousness. But believe me, they’re not voluntary or purposeful, I am afraid they are just tics, evidence of sporadic, uncontrolled motor function.

   As I speak, I stroke the boy’s brow and then, gently lift the eyelid: his iris is a dark-brown empty pool against the conjunctiva’s pellucid white, motionless in the socket. Not a flicker.

   She has heard it all before, of course. Like most of the relatives, she will have spent time reading up on her son’s condition, talking to doctors in the field, downloading the latest medical literature from the Internet and devouring personal tales of bereavement, despair, false hopes, and miraculous recoveries. But we must go through the motions. She needs to unwrap the small package of words she has come with, and enact the rituals of need. In return I will give her what rituals I have, such as they are. No machine can bring these people back. It’s nature that struggles.

   —See the nurse over there with the flowers? I point to a matronly figure who has entered with a huge armful of pink peonies. —That’s Jacqueline Duval, the ward sister. Our secret medicine. She’s been with us twenty years.

   Jacqueline spots us and waves, signalling that she will join us when she has arranged the flowers by Isabelle’s bed. She does it swiftly and with style, while keeping up a non-stop flow of talk directed at Isabelle. Just watching her makes me smile. She’s better with relatives than I am. That is, she knows how to get through to them, how to say the right thing at the right time, hold back when tact is called for. Many have cried on her shoulder and if the need arose and I could shake off my hierarchic inhibitions, I’d do so myself.

   —I’ve read about your Awareness Accretion theory, says Madame Drax as Jacqueline stands back to admire the peonies. —And Memory Triggers and Lucid Dream States and ... well, Dr Meunier told me that you believe in things that other doctors don’t.

   There. She has revealed the truth at the heart of her ritual. And soon, in meagre return, I shall disappoint her by disclosing the bald, depressing truth of mine. But first Jacqueline joins us, shaking Madame Drax by the hand and bending to stroke Louis on the cheek.

   —Welcome, mon petit. I’m going to spoil you rotten.

   Madame Drax looks faintly aghast at the intimacy, and seems about to say something, then checks herself. But within days, Jacqueline will have won her round. I indicate that we should all move out of earshot, and gesture Madame Drax down the ward towards the French windows. I lower my voice.

   —Back in a minute, mon chéri! says Jacqueline, patting Louis’ arm. —I’m sure you’re going to settle in well, petit monsieur. And remember, your wish is my command!

   The three of us walk down the ward. —What I was about to tell you, in reference to what you have heard of my work, Madame, is that my success rate is not as good as people think, I murmur. —It’s a delicate field. So many factors are at play, not all of them physical. So please Madame, don’t raise your expectations too high.

   We step through the French windows and out to the paved patio that gives on to the garden. As I try to ignore the bluster of that maddeningly hot wind, I am struck again by the vertiginous beauty of this slice of tamed land, its foliage now buffeted by the air’s tumult in a tumble of silver and magenta, mauve and white. But Madame Drax does not respond to the garden or the talent of Monsieur Girardeau who we can see in the distance, pulling hanks of dripping algae out of the ornamental pond. Her eyes are derelict. She is not ready to step outside her pain. How can I explain that her own suffering will not help her son, and that it is not an act of abandonment to free herself from it for a fraction of a moment to watch a ladybird or smell a summer rose? What can I do to make that poor tense face soften into a smile? Absurd thoughts. Picturing Sophie’s silent sneer, I clear my throat, step back a little from the wind’s hot pull, rearrange the thoughts in my head.

   —Jacqueline, I was just telling Madame Drax that the recovery rate for someone in Louis’ condition is far from high.

   Jacqueline nods, shielding her eyes from the sun. I can see that like me, she has not quite got the measure of Madame Drax yet. —But we keep positive, she says. —For everyone’s sake, including our own. Optimism is a great restorative. We do our best to manufacture it here.

   Later she will tell Madame Drax about her son Paul. Not to depress her, but to ease in the thought that death is sometimes the only way out of this place. Jacqueline came into nursing because of Paul. Twenty-five years ago, when Paul was eighteen, he had a catastrophic motorbike accident. He was in a coma for eight months and then he died. She has been in the same position as all the relatives who come here, fraught, and in a state of suspended mourning. Of the two of us, her human expertise is the greater. But Madame Drax does not seem to be interested in acknowledging Jacqueline’s presence. I am the expert, in her eyes.

   —But Dr Dannachet, your methods! (Her voice changes pitch; I had not guessed she would be quite this volatile.) —Your revolutionary methods!

   Jacqueline and I exchange a glance. Madame Drax has read some of those magazine articles about Lavinia Gradin and my other successes, of course (‘Pascal Dannachet: Champion of the Living Dead’). But suddenly, I seem to be negating them. Madame Drax looks hurt, betrayed. I have let her down. Yes: fragile. Extremely so.

   —My methods aren’t really so revolutionary, I say soothingly. —They’re practised quite widely. But yes, they seem to have an effect. In some cases. Much of it’s to do with faith. Attitude. Psychology. But I really do urge you not to get excited. Don’t anticipate too much. I will do what I can; we all will. But the largest part in your son’s recovery will be played by his family. By you.

   —You need to realise that, Madame Drax, says Jacqueline softly. —Blood ties and emotional bonds can go far beyond anything we can do. He needs to feel your love and your presence. Be there for him, and he’ll feel it. He’ll know it.

   But when Jacqueline touches her arm to reassure her, ­ Madame Drax winces in response, pulling slightly away from the contact as though it might bruise her. This tiny dance of pain shows a struggle going on. You see it often. Too much sympathy and you dissolve. Finally she forces her features back into dignity, and says,

   —Of course. That’s what I heard. That’s how I want it.

   Of course she does. Her son is her only child. She has lost everything. She seems very alone. No wonder her face is such a taut, blank mask.

   —Tell me, Madame, I say, smiling. —Tell me what sort of boy your son was.

   —Is, she says. —I think you mean is. Not was.

   Again, Jacqueline and I look at one another – but my ward sister’s solid, benign presence reassures me that my tactlessness will be smoothed over. Within a week, Jacqueline will have taken this broken-hearted woman fully under her wing, educated her in the ways of the clinic, and made her a part of the extended family of coma relatives. I have seen her do it time and time again, even with the most traumatised parents.

   —Madame, I am sorry. As I think you know, it would be unwise to assume an improvement will be ... immediately forthcoming. But of course we must never give up hope.

   —Do you realise, Dr Dannachet, that he actually came back from the dead? Isn’t that quite unusual? I mean, apart from in the Bible–

   At this point, I stop her quickly. I don’t like the way this is heading. The brittleness of her voice disturbs me.

   —It certainly is unusual. Remarkable. But death, you know ... death is never as definite as people think. There have been other cases of drowning where . . . I mean, there’s a thin line. It happens.

   I step back, feeling embarrassed, and look desperately at my watch. Time to go. Meeting nearly over. Jacqueline, too, is aware of needing to be elsewhere: she hasn’t washed Isabelle’s hair yet, she explains. Her father is arriving today while his ex-wife takes a much-needed break from their daughter’s bedside. It’s his first visit in a year; he lives abroad.

   —We’ll catch up later, Madame Drax, she says. —Just ask me or one of the ward nurses if you have any questions. And welcome again.

   —It wasn’t just a fluke, Dr Dannachet, Madame Drax says insistently as we watch Jacqueline’s full, cushiony figure heading back inside. —I hope that’s not what you’re telling me. It wasn’t. I know my son. I know what he’s capable of.

   I confess that much as I would like to encourage the poor woman to be positive, I don’t really want to go down this road with Madame Drax. People get strange things in their heads sometimes. I watch the progress of a Red Admiral that dances past us, zigzagging across the lavender and settling on a violet lupin.

   —Look, please just accept my apologies, I say gently. —And tell me about Louis. I need to get to know him.

   Her mouth purses in what I read as acquiescence; all of a sudden, our wrong-footed exchange seems to have exhausted her emotionally. She lowers her eyes for a moment, and then stares through the French windows at her son’s bed at the end of the ward, as though drinking in the new situation. Her hair shines in the sun, a fine mesh of copper and gold. I wonder what it would feel like to stroke, then feel a flush of guilt at the inappropriate thought. To quash it, I quickly think of Sophie and the flowers I will choose for her this afternoon. Zinnias. I’ll buy her zinnias.

   —Louis is an extraordinary boy, she says softly. —An extraordinary boy. We’re very close. And the thing is, I don’t know how I could live without him. Ever since he was born, we’ve always ... communicated. Known what the other one was thinking. Like twins. And now – She is swallowing down huge sobs.

   —Yes? I ask gently.

   —Well, I’m beginning to think – after what happened – She stops and inspects her hands – small, neat hands, the nails carefully manicured and varnished in pale, shell-pink. A good sign: ravaged though she is, she has not let herself go as so many of them do. Again I notice the pale band left by her wedding ring. —This will sound very stupid, she says. —And superstitious and ignorant, and not the kind of thing you’d expect to hear from anyone – well, anyone educated. But if you knew Louis, if you knew what he’s like, and everything he’s been through–

   —Then what? I ask. I can’t help it: tentatively, I permit myself to rest my hands, lightly, on her narrow shoulders, to look her full in the face, to try to read it.

   —I’ve come to believe something about my son. Listen, Dr Dannachet, he just isn’t like other children. He never has been. I think–

   —Yes?

   —I think my son’s a kind of angel, she blurts.

   And her despairing eyes flood with tears.





End of sample
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