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The Ninth Life of Louis Drax by Liz Jensen 

 

is an unusual and unsettling psychological thriller set in France. 

We are taken on a journey into the subconscious mind of a nine 

year old boy Louis Drax. Some of us enjoyed the ride more than 

others. But we all were disturbed and moved by the young boy’s 

plight.The first sentence is quite shocking. Louis implies that he 

is dead. 

 

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. 

 

Is this the vivid imagination of a young boy or is he really dead?  

At first we weren’t sure. We learn that his mother hated him 

before she loved him. She nearly died giving birth to him and he 

had to be delivered by Caesarean section. His nine year old self  

gruesomely pictured how they could have been put together in a 

two- corpse coffin – a grizzly image. It’s a convincingly boyish 

notion.   

 

Liz Jensen creates the voice of a precocious boy by using his 

own style of speaking - words like gross and blah, blah, blah – 

and by showing his fascination with underwater monsters and 

vampire bats. In the background is a shadowy figure. Louis is 

often speaking to Gustave who is either an imaginary friend or a 

real, severely injured coma patient. Gustave’s identity remains 

an enigma for much of the book. He gradually takes on a more 

supernatural presence. But he is always there to help Louis and 

to prevent him from feeling too lonely and frightened in his 

comatose state. 

 

Louis Drax has naturally been compared to Mark Haddon’s The 

Curious Incident of the  Dog in the Night- time which is a much 

admired portrayal of an autistic boy’s world. It’s perhaps a little 

unfair to put Jensen’s Louis Drax alongside Haddon’s book. 



They are very different kinds of novels and Jensen used two 

narrators, not just the voice of a child. We are given an adult 

perspective through the eyes of his doctor -Dr Dannachet at the 

coma clinic. Both narratives are in the first person. We needed 

the contrast of the adult and child voices to make sense of the 

complicated plot.  

 

 We asked - why the title? Louis has nine lives - like a cat. 

(although I discovered that in Germany cats are only believed to 

have seven lives!)  - Louis is "accident-prone" surviving an  

episode of cot death, a near fatal electrocution after falling on 

the tracks of the métro in Lyon; salmonella, tetanus, botulism, 

meningitis, etc. or, as Louis is so fond of saying, blah, blah, 

blah.) and his mother has issues that only emerge as we became 

more deeply involved.  

 

Now for that complicated plot: 

 

With premonition of more danger, Louis goes on a family picnic  

and ends up at the bottom of a ravine, dead. Drowned and 

pronounced dead. A few hours later, in the morgue, he is found 

to be alive. Comatose and in a persistent vegetative state but 

alive. We noted that such miracles are not uncommon. I read on 

the day of our meeting that a Polish man had been declared dead 

and found to be alive as he was about to be sealed in a coffin. 

 

Louis is then transferred to the care of a neurologist Dr 

Dannachet who specialises in comatose patients at the Clinique 

de l’Horizon (formerly l’Hôpital des Incurables). French 

hospitals seem extremely well equipped and modern. Dr 

Dannachet is progressive in his care of coma patients. He is a 

very caring and committed doctor, not only of his patients but of 

their families too. 

 

Natalie, his mother, seems to be beyond herself with grief.( As 

one would expect.) The middle-aged and rather weak Dr 

Dannachet soon falls in love with her. He is attracted by her 



neediness as much as by her feline beauty. His own marriage is 

lacking in affection and has grown stale over the years. He is 

vulnerable to a young, attractive woman’s flattering interest in 

him. Most of us were irritated by his behaviour. We have met 

women who have this kind of instant effect on men - preying on 

their protective instincts. We were very amused at an 

observation that “femme fatales” all have large hands – and will 

watch out for them in the future! 

 

The plot thickens. Who is to be believed?  The questions are: 

How did Louis end up at the bottom of the ravine? Did his father, 

now missing, push him as his distraught mother alleges? What 

role does the clearly neurotic mother play in this tragedy? And 

who exactly is Louis Drax? Lastly, how do the mysterious 

letters allegedly from him, written while still in a coma, come to 

be? Has he somehow telepathically communicated with a 

sleepwalking Dr Dannachet? 

 

These mysteries are eventually solved. We varied in our views 

as to how well they were explained.. Some of us suspected the 

mother very early on, others were shocked at her calculated 

manipulation of her son. The policewoman hints at the 

possibility of her harming him, but most of us didn’t want to 

consider that. We discussed how we want to see the best in 

people - especially mothers. And how good looking people are 

assumed to be good inside too. Most shocking is Natalie’s 

fabrication of being raped in order to steal Pierre from his first 

wife. For some time we are led to believe by Natalie that Pierre 

is an alcoholic and unfit father. Yet he is the parent who really 

loves Louis and is trying to protect him. He isn’t the natural 

father and we assumed that the natural mother had her son’s 

welfare at heart. 

 

But Natalie Drax is a complicated, neurotic, manipulative 

woman. Even in her last words she declares her love for her son, 

that she always tried to save him. The fire scene we all found 

too melodramatic, too “Hollywood.” Too over the top. Seeing 



Dr Dannachet fused with her burning body is horrifically and 

graphically described. He will have permanent scars from his 

obsession with her. The poor man has become another of her 

victims. 

 

For a book of only 226 pages, the novel is packed with themes 

and twists and turns:  there is a rich mix of surfaces versus 

depths, vision versus blindness, maps of the body and mind 

(including phrenological maps); doctor-patient relationships 

(there are two neurologists and the  therapist Fat Perez who fall 

prey to Natalie, the Drax family tragedy and its aftershocks); the 

care of the comatose patient; pretending to be raped as a 

bargaining tool, Louis’ understanding of the right of disposal of 

ownership, (non verbal communication; and the role of 

manipulation in relationships and therapy.) Obsession and 

sexual attraction. And much more. 

 

The epigraph from Paul Broks’, Into the Silent Land, prompts us 

to ask is the soul the same as the brain? Is the unconscious the 

truest version of self? Where, in a lump of tissue, do you locate 

the self? Complicated stuff, as Louis would say. 

 

The final chapter is very moving and thought-provoking. And 

worked for everyone. It’s a surprise that Louis’ experience of 

being in a coma is a positive one. He feels safe and cared for. He 

loves the comfort of being in hospital, of being read to, listening 

to music, being able to travel in his mind wherever he wants to 

go. We assume that being in a coma must be absolutely dreadful 

but maybe that isn’t the case. Being trapped inside a paralysed 

body and not being able to communicate is everyone’s worst 

nightmare but it’s possible that some comatose patients can 

choose when they come round. And  perhaps they choose to stay 

in a safe cocoon for a while. 

 

Gustave, who eventually proves to be his loving Papa, 

encourages him to try life again. Louis has decided that life 

sucks - and no wonder- the way he has been raised by his 



mother. Gustave has become just a voice in his head. Since 

going to the cave with him and seeing his face for the last time, 

Gustave has had to withdraw and tell him that he is dead.  

 

Think about the world, Young Sir. Think about how it might not 

suck. But we have to say goodbye now. It’s time. 

 

Louis turns his head to the window. And hears seagulls. He 

knows Papa isn’t lying to him, because he is the only one who 

never did. And he knows that one day, if he wants to, he can 

take one step forward. And then another. 

 

An optimistic ending. Uplifting after delving into the darkest 

corners of the human soul. It was fascinating to have been taken 

inside the mind of someone in a coma. And the writing was very 

imaginative. One or two found the story too predictable and a 

little contrived. We all found the meeting between Pierre and his 

first wife Catherine very powerful and moving. The weak Dr 

Dannachet’s obsession with Natalie grated. Are men really as 

gullible as that? Natalie seemed unbelievably manipulative and 

damaged, but we were assured that women like her do exist! 

And kind men often fall for her type, believing they can protect 

a vulnerable woman. 

 

Anthony Mingella, the British film director, bought the film 

rights. Sadly, his untimely death, means that it may not be 

produced as a film. Quite a few of us thought that it read like a 

film script. I was probably more impressed with Louis Drax than 

everyone else in the group. I was gripped and intrigued by the 

characters. I particularly enjoy psychological thrillers.. 

 

Recommended  
 

A very good pacey read. Well written from a nine year old’s 

perspective. A fascinating look inside a coma patient’s 

subconscious. Some will find it brilliant and original, others will 



be a little disappointed. But we all have different tastes. 

Recommended  for stimulating reading group discussions. 

 

.  


