
I'm OK, you're OK if you love me

Luc Ladmiral enjoyed an enviable life in the little French town of Ferney-Voltaire, close

to the Swiss border.  Upon completing his medical studies in Lyon, he had taken over

his father's medical practice.  His estimable wife Céline bore him two beautiful children,

Sophie and Jérôme, and he quickly became a leader in the community, valued for his

gregarious personality and his sound judgment.  To put a capstone to his good fortune,

his closest friend, Jean-Claude Romand, also moved into the area to take a job as a

researcher at the World Health Organization in nearby Geneva.  The two men had met

in medical school.  Romand, like Ladmiral, had married his college sweetheart

Florence, a woman universally admired and respected, and had two beautiful children

of his own, Caroline and Antoine – younger playmates of the Ladmiral children. 

Romand made a somewhat negative impression on mutual friends – having come from

a small village, the only child of a forester and a mildly neurotic mother, he was

disdained as something of a rustic.  But Ladmiral would have no part in social snobbery

and vouched for Romand in their circle.  Luc valued Jean-Claude precisely for his quiet

qualities – he was modest, unassuming, quick to deflect praise, eager to praise others. 

He was an exemplary husband, a doting father, and a devoted friend.  He had taken

impeccable notes in school and generously shared them.  Luc considered him



trustworthy and dependable as well as a good pal.  The two families were extremely

close.  Jean-Claude was Sophie's godfather.

At 4:00 in the morning on January 11, 1993, Luc was awakened by a phone call

and urged to rush to the Romand home, where a fire was raging.  He arrived to see

Jean-Claude comatose on a stretcher and Florence, seven-year-old Caroline, and five-

year-old Antoine in body bags.  For a day or so, he found himself wondering if it would

not be a blessing for his friend to slip out of life without regaining consciousness.  By

the end of a week, however, he had learned that the tragedy had quite another

dimension to it.  Romand had beaten Florence to death and shot both chi ldren.  He had

then gone to his parents' house and shot both of them as well as the family dog.  He

had next traveled to Paris, driven his mistress Corinne toward Fontainebleu under the

pretext that they were invited guests of the Minister of Health, pretended he had gotten

lost, and eventually pulled the car off the road and attempted to strangle her.  When

she resisted, he suddenly apologized, begged her to understand that the attack had

been the act of a madman, drove her home, and returned to his own home and set the

fire.  Ostensibly he had hoped to die in the conflagration, but investigators noticed that

he had suspiciously managed every aspect of it to ensure his survival.  His first story

upon regaining consciousness had been a well-rehearsed lie about a burglar dressed

in black.

This was only the beginning of revelations that had a mind-staggering impact on

the Ladmirals.  Romand had never actually worked for the World Health Organization. 

On weekdays, he had driven away from the house, but had never arrived at any

location where he was employed.  Sometimes he had visited the WHO headquarters in



Geneva and read medical articles in its library, but more often he parked in shopping

centers or hiked in the national forest.  His out-of-town "business trips" had taken him

only as far as the airport, where he would stay in a motel room for several days.  He

had never left the area or gone anywhere on these excursions until his recent affair

with Corinne in Paris had started.  On the occasions of his visits to her, he stayed in

expensive hotels and lavishly courted her.

In fact, he had never graduated from medical school and was not listed in the

national registry of physicians.  His deceptions had begun when he failed to take the

second-year examinations.  Thereafter he was readmitted each semester and

completed all the course work, even passing the medical board examination in Paris;

but he never sat for any final academic exams.

The next mystery to be solved was how he had financed a solid middle-class

existence with a nice home in a good neighborhood.  Florence had worked for a while

at a pharmacy in Ferney, and their families had been generous with the young married

couple.  After that, Jean-Claude had "invested" monies from both sets of parents, who

had done well enough to have discretionary funds and occasionally had come into

larger chunks of cash.  He also accepted money from his father's brother, again for

"investment" purposes.  When his wife's uncle was diagnosed with terminal cancer,

Romand had let the information drop that he could acquire some capsules from a

promising experimental treatment that the WHO had not yet approved for sale to the

public.  He could procure these capsules for the desperately ill man, he said, but only

at an enormous cost.  The dying man had grasped at this straw and Romand's funds

had been temporarily replenished.  Even Corinne was persuaded to put her nest egg



into Jean-Claude's hands, because he guaranteed her a return of 18% from his Swiss

accounts.

There had been a troublesome moment in 1988 when Florence's father, in his

comfortable retirement, had decided that he could finally afford a luxury automobile. 

He asked his son-in-law to withdraw enough money for him to purchase a Mercedes. 

Unfortunately, the old man fell down a flight of stairs while alone in the house with

Jean-Claude and died before the paramedics could arrive.  In the aftermath of this

tragic "accident," the bereaved widow never mentioned the car and the money was

forgotten.

The killing of his family was precipitated by a concatenation of events.  Pressing

upon him was the depletion of all his bank accounts with no hope this time of refilling

his coffers.  Corinne was insisting upon the immediate restitution of the full amount that

she had given him to invest for her.  There is also evidence that one of Romand's most

trivial lies had come to Florence's attention, and this was momentous, because she

believed that he had never lied to her in his life.  She may have confronted him about

this minor dereliction on the night that he murdered her.  Between the looming

exposure of his joblessness and Corinne's insistence on the delivery of her money, he

must have realized that the game was up . . . after 18 years.

It often happens that insignificant crimes with minor consequences are inexplicable

while horrific crimes are immediately comprehensible.  Jean-Claude Romand could not

bear the thought of his mortification before the people who had most loved and trusted

him.  Presumably he had not sunk in his own eyes – he was not ashamed of anything



that he had done – but he knew how he would look to others, and especially to

Florence.  Perhaps after his failure to dispatch Corinne, he intended to commit suicide

– he may have understood that the house of cards had fallen irrevocably and that his

future was dismal even if, by means of some outrageous lie, he could have beaten the

murder rap.  If he truly intended to kill himself, the murders can be partially understood

under the rubric of what psychiatrists call "altruistic killings."  The term is mostly

confined to mothers who kill their children and then take their own lives: themselves

beaten down by life, these mothers do not want their children to be similarly

overwhelmed – and the children will be the more vulnerable, inasmuch as they will be

facing it out as orphans.  This has only limited applicability to Romand's case, in light of

his other murders; but it makes sense of his well-attested affection for his children

when they were alive and clouds were not yet on the horizon.  While we can easily

identify the component of monstrous narcissism – "These people are extensions of

myself and must die with me; I rightly hold the power of life and death over all the

inhabitants of my world" – there is nonetheless also a perverse element of

consideration for the victims – "I do not want my loved ones to suffer the pain of

knowing what I did and remain in a world so shattered for them."  But it may also be the

case – and I think this is likely – that he could not bring himself to go through with his

suicide and worked out a plan to try to escape detection for his crimes.

The bizarre story of Jean-Claude Romand was eventually turned into a book by

French journalist Emmanuel Carrère (The Adversary, translated by Linda Coverdale,

Metropolitan Books, Henry Holt and Company LLC, 2000).  Upon reading the

newspaper accounts, Carrère wrote immediately to Romand and offered to tell his



story, but heard nothing for two years.  Then he received an enthusiastic reply, and

began working in earnest, drawing upon the trial transcript and court-related materials

and also interviewing Romand in prison.

Psychiatrists were assigned to examine him.  They were struck by the
precision of his statements and his constant concern with making a
favorable impression.  He was obviously underestimating the difficulty of
giving a favorable impression when one has just murdered one's family
after having deceived and defrauded one's relatives for eighteen long
years.  He was surely also having trouble separating himself from the
character he had played all those years, because in an effort to win
people over, he still used the same techniques that had worked for Dr.
Romand: composure, a dignified gravity, an almost obsequious attention
to the expectations of his interlocutor.  Such control betrayed serious
confusion, because in his normal state, Dr. Romand was intelligent
enough to understand that prostration, incoherence, or the cries of a
mortally wounded animal would have pleaded more in his favor, given the
circumstances, than that worldly professional attitude.  Thinking it would
help, he didn't realize he was stunning the psychiatrists by giving them a
perfectly articulated narrative of his imposture, by speaking of his wife
and children with no particular emotion, the way a well-mannered widower
makes it a point of honor not to let his grief distress his table companions,
and finally, by not showing the slightest anxiety except over the sleeping
pills they were giving him, which he worried might be habit-forming – a
fear the psychiatrists found "displaced."

During subsequent interviews, although they saw him sob and
show emphatic signs of misery, they couldn't say whether he was truly
suffering or not.  They had the uneasy sense of observing a robot
deprived of all capacity to feel but programmed to analyze exterior stimuli
and adapt its reactions accordingly.  Used to functioning with the "Dr.
Romand" program, he had needed an adjustment period to set up a new
program, "Romand the murderer," and learn how to run it.

This attempt to manage the impression he made on others explains what might strike

an ordinary reader as a peculiarity.  Although he was never prosecuted for the death of

his father-in-law, in retrospect it seems a near-certainty that Romand killed him.  But he

insisted with great vehemence that he had not.  With some degree of surface



plausibility, he pointed out to Carrère that, having been found guilty of five murders and

effectively sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole, he would have

little incentive to deny a sixth murder if he had done it.  Carrère, however, is astute

enough to understand the psychology here.  The deaths of the five people closest to

Romand were "tragic" – he is now bereft of the people who loved him, even if he

murdered them.  They had to die because they would have shared too painfully in his

humiliation.  The murder of his father-in-law, in the other hand, would have been

"sordid" – a killing without a shred of altruism, solely to eliminate an old man whom

Romand had bilked out of his savings.

Of course, the bilking was already sordid; and the attempted murder of Corinne

did not fit the tragic schema either; but there, Romand could claim that his fundamental

decency won out when he was unable to kill her.

Carrère found little to remark in Romand's background; but perhaps he was too

incurious to follow up on some suggestive leads.  Romand  was an only child of

conventional and respectable parents.  They owned a few religious books but

mistrusted novels.  The son was well-behaved, quiet, sweet, and a voracious reader. 

He was described by a neighbor (after the fact) as "almost too well-behaved."  Jean-

Claude admired his father and thought him the soul of integrity; but his mother suffered

from an unexplained "sorrow."  When the boy asked about brothers and sisters, his

parents were evasive, so the adult Romand speculated that she may have suffered

miscarriages; but if so, this and other seeming mysteries remained matters of

obfuscation.  Father and son were both constrained to hide negative feelings.  "There

were certain things you shouldn't say, even if they were true.  You had to avoid



upsetting anyone, or boasting about your success or your good qualities."  One day the

boy came home and his beloved dog was gone.  His parents said that it had

"disappeared."

During the trial, an unexpected question about his childhood dog caused

Romand to tremble and faint.  When the court reconvened, he offered this explanation:

Mentioning that dog – it reminded me of my childhood secrets, secrets
that were hard to bear . . . Perhaps it's indecent to talk about my
unhappiness as a child . . . I couldn't talk about it because my parents
wouldn't have understood, would have been disappointed . . . I hadn't
started lying then, but I never revealed my deepest feelings, except to my
dog. . . I was always smiling, and I believe my parents never suspected
my sadness . . . I didn't have anything else to hide back then, but I hid
that, this anguish, this sadness . . . I'm sure they would have been willing
to listen to me, Florence would have been willing, too, but I wasn't able to
speak . . . and when you get caught in that endless effort not to disappoint
people, the first lie leads to another, and it's your whole life.

In other words, he had started lying in childhood.  His parents made it clear that he was

not to tell the truth to them, so he confided in his dog.  And Carrère writes that

"Throughout the trial, the dogs in his life evoked intense emotions in him."

We do not have much to go on, but let us attempt a phenomenology of Jean-Claude

Romand – a study of what it was like to be him, of what he thought he was doing.

He lied continually, compulsively, pathologically; when caught in one lie, he

immediately improvised another lie to replace it.  Why?  Always to defuse possible

disappointment in the other person – always to protect himself from the discomfort of

seeing the face of his interlocutor fall.  He was not being disingenuous when he told the

court that his lying did not start in childhood, but he was being literal and obtuse: within



a single sentence he contradicted himself – "I didn't have anything else to hide back

then, but I hid that, this anguish, this sadness."  Of course the lying must have begun

almost in infancy: to the upright father who must never have cause to be dissatisfied

with him; to the neurasthenic mother who must never be disturbed by anything

untoward.  The lying "worked" – it kept his mother pacified and his father proud of him.  

In rural France, nothing much was at stake.  The fateful lie came later, and was

an innocent lie of omission: he never told his friends that he did not take the second-

year examination; and somehow, when they checked the posted results to see how

they had done, none of them noticed the absence of his name.  To his astonishment,

this lie turned out to have no adverse consequences.  Thereafter, as Lavinia Dickinson

said memorably about her sister Emily's gradual withdrawal from public observation

until she never left her house or yard, Romand's career in deception was just "a

happen."

For most of us, lying is stressful, because we feel the cognitive dissonance

between what really occurred and what we say, and we are afflicted by the burden of

maintaining the false story.  But for Jean-Claude – focused as he was upon the

reaction of the other person and deeply fearful of seeing any sign of dismay – the

stress of lying was nothing compared to the stress of telling the truth.  The false story,

immediately pleasing to the other person, flooded him with relief.  His lies settled him

down.  They smoothed out relationships, removed impediments, and got others to be

on his side.  What can be more gratifying than the response of people who are hearing

what they want to hear? – they beam with pleasure and approval.

His impressive equanimity was the direct product of his lies.  As each new lie



went undetected, and his reputation for probity increased, his life became more and

more pleasant.  Lying did not introduce stress and anxiety into his life; lying alleviated

stress and anxiety.  Lying solved all problems.  His wife trusted him implicitly.  His

children were happy.  The sun rose day after day on a prospering and contented family. 

He owed every felicity to lying.

As an aspiring writer of fiction, I submitted a short story to my high school literary

magazine that created a bit of a buzz.  A man whose secret habit is to smoke a

cigarette from time to time is caught in the act by his wife; she shrugs this off as a mere

peccadillo, whereupon he takes a rifle into the kitchen and guns her down.  The punch

line: "Every man must have at least one vice."

The story makes no sense.  It attracted attention, I think, precisely because of

the sudden unexpected violence and the non-sequitur of my explanatory apothegm.  It

may have seemed deep to my peers, but like most youthful work it was derivative, a riff

on other works that traffic in shock and absurdity.  I think I had some genuine insight

into the fragility of the male ego; but as best I remember, I was mostly conscious of

going for an effect.

However, as I contemplated the saga of Jean-Claude Romand, I found myself

remembering this foray into moral paradox and wondering if I did not have some

nascent intuition about how dodgy our take on morality is.  My protagonist is mortified

when he is caught sneaking a cigarette but murders his blameless spouse without

embarrassment.  This element of my story does indicate a modicum of psychological

acuity.  George Sodini, sitting in his car in the parking lot of the health club near



Pittsburgh where he intended to massacre as many women as possible, was disgusted

with himself when he "chickened out" and left his carefully-worked-out plan unfulfilled –

he came away a moral failure in his own eyes because he didn't shoot anyone that

night.  Eight months later, he "manned up": he entered the club heroically, killing three

and wounding nine before taking his own life.  Romand could not bear the thought of

exposure as someone who had lied and cheated his relatives out of their excess funds;

better to murder everyone in the know than risk that humiliation.

We need not doubt that Romand hoped at first to get away with the murders and

evade responsibility for his double life.  He made a point of killing or attempting to kill

precisely those persons who could expose him.  Had his house burned down

completely and occluded the evidence that he had murdered his immediate family, the

simultaneous murder of his parents may have passed for a grim coincidence.  If,

moreover, he had succeeded in strangling his mistress, the discovery of the body of a

woman next to a road outside Paris might never have been connected to the tragedy in

Ferney.  He would have collected the insurance money on the house; his friends would

have understood his "resignation" from the World Health Organization in light of his

emotional devastation; he could have started over in a modest apartment, perhaps

using his medical training to join the staff at the pharmacy where his wife had once

worked.

We know, judging from the outside, that an amateur at murder is almost bound to

be caught.  Indeed, he was so green in his new career that he could not bring himself

to kill his mistress.  He learned on the job that it is a different matter to look into the

eyes of the woman you are trying to throttle with your bare hands than to deliver a



death blow to a sleeping victim or shoot people from behind.  His inability to finish

Corinne off, in spite of exigent reasons for doing so, demonstrates that he was, well,

almost normal.  Certainly he had appeared to be normal throughout his long imposture. 

It seems likely that when he returned to the house, with the bodies of his wife and

children still lying where he had left them, he found himself pulled more than one way –

it is difficult to gauge whether he was thinking with great clarity about the best way to

survive the fire and continue to control the narrative of his life, or was ready to die.  His

failure to kill his mistress had put a crimp in his plans.

The only point I feel certain about is that there would be no point in asking him. 

His default is to lie: primarily to protect himself, as nearly as possible, from the other

person's bad opinion; secondarily to please the other person.  Either he attempts to

disarm criticism with his ostensible honesty, his resolute willingness to take

responsibility for his deeds, and his readiness to confide the worst about himself, or he

tries to flatter his listener by giving an account that chimes with the listener's own

theories about him.  In other words, the massacre of innocents has in no way altered

his m.o. – he continues to make his way, in whatever theater he finds himself, by

means of the same act that he contrived in his childhood.  To quell the rising tide of

anxiety that he experiences in the face of any disapprobation whatsoever, he will try on

every garment of untruth until one of them seems to soften the judgment of his

questioner.  If the truth can serve, it will do in a pinch – but there are very few social

situations that won't be better served by a lie, if one can get away with it.

Does he ever feel ashamed of the lies?  If he told me he did, I would assume he

was lying once again – hoping to curry favor with me by meeting my expectation.  His



standard is never distinctively moral; it is only and ever social.  So he would judge his

lie to me solely by whether it worked – i.e., by whether I smiled upon him for saying

whatever he said.  This ethical stance is not wildly at variance with that of most other

people.  What doomed him – or perhaps, since he was already a psychological ruin at

a very young age, I should say what doomed his family – was the accidental success of

his little lie about the medical exam and the later baffling success of his brazenly

gigantic lies.  When, miraculously, even his non-existent job at the World Health

Organization passed the test of plausibility, his doom was sealed: thereafter, the

narrative unfolds with the inevitability of an oracle-driven Greek tragedy, accelerating in

the last few months to its predestined end.  Any astute lay person might have predicted

the violent denouement well ahead of time if given all the facts.

What is perhaps most curious of all is that, like Iago in Shakespeare's play,

Romand gained in credibility when his earlier lies went undetected.  He was seen as a

rock of solidity and conformity.  The one thing that could be counted on in this fallen

world was Jean-Claude's rectitude.  Others might lie; not he.  (Luc Ladmiral was

perfectly designed by nature to play the part of Othello: he had an open personality,

like a friendly dog.  He was not one to be suspicious, guarded, assuming the worst –

why not take people at their word until the evidence indicates otherwise?)  Once

Romand had achieved his reputation for probity, it was self-ratifying – his lies sustained

it.  If a minor contradiction appeared to undermine an account he was giving, whatever

he improvised to clear up the discrepancy was believed right away.  He had only to be

confronted with the doubts of the other person to know what ground the lie had to

cover; and his explanation was sure to be certified as true, given who he was thought to



be.

Being members of a hypersocial species, we have a strong bias against loners,

curmudgeons, and misanthropes.  It is something of a semantic curiosity that the term

that we apply to career criminals who seem to be lacking in conscience is "antisocial,"

as if they give themselves away by standing aloof from a crowd and refusing to join the

club.  We may even look askance at introverts.  These biases predispose us to be

taken in by a Jean-Claude Romand, who was convivial and ingratiating.

Simon Baron-Cohen has attempted to diagnose the common denominator in all

evil as a predilection for cruelty – a trait undiscoverable in Romand until the moment he

cracked the skull of his wife.  Baron-Cohen then tries to locate the etiology of cruelty in

a lack of empathy,  He has designed a test to determine an individual's "empathy

quotient" – but it is strongly weighted in favor of extroversion.  His questions overrate

purely social expressions of concern and sympathy and underrate the cognitive

understanding that must underlie all genuine long-lasting empathy.  Taking the same

false path, psychologist Paul Wink in the 1990s argued for the term "covert narcissism"

to invidiously characterize those introverts who score high on something called the

"vulnerability-sensitivity scale" while at the same time showing some small overlap with

answers on the "grandiosity-exhibitionism scale."  (In point of fact, there could hardly

be a genuinely high score on both: the one scale measures lack of self-confidence,

lack of initiative, vague feelings of depression, absence of zest for work,

hypersensitivity, anxiety, timidity, and insecurity; the other measures exhibitionism, self-

importance, and preoccupation with receiving attention and admiration.)



It may be worth while staying with this point.  The grandiosity-exhibitionism scale

identifies a syndrome that strongly resembles the traditional definition of Narcissistic

Personality Disorder found in the DSM.  The vulnerability-sensitivity scale identifies a

syndrome that is . . . nothing like Narcissistic Personality Disorder.  Calling the second

syndrome "covert NPD" is like calling pacifism "covert aggression" and cowardice

"covert courage."  (Human psychology is tricky, so I did not say that it is like calling

courage "covert cowardice," because a display of courage often is rooted in a type of

cowardice: you are afraid of how you will look to the others if you do not volunteer for

the dangerous assignment.  Such is the malignancy of our hypersociality.)

Without first uncoupling narcissism from its association with grandiosity, Wink

compares the forward individual who is convinced of his rightness with the anxious

shrinking violet and asserts that they represent "Two Faces of Narcissism" – the title of

his article.  This is like saying that a desire to inflict pain on others and a desire to have

others inflict pain on you represent the two faces of sadism.

In fact, narcissism should be detached from the psychiatric description of the

Axis II personality disorder labeled Narcissistic Personality Disorder.  I define

narcissism primarily in terms of lack of empathy, and confine my critique of Baron-

Cohen to his aforementioned bias in favor of easily simulated social behaviors of

sympathy and "warmth" and his mistaken belief that an introvert's absorption in his task

is evidence of a deficit.  He also makes too hasty a generalization in averring that

cruelty is the sine qua non of evil and lack of empathy the predisposing psychological

factor in cruelty.  He does this in spite of being one of the world's leading experts on

autism, and therefore well aware that autistics make up an exemplary law-abiding



population even though their lack of the empathy that he is testing for is almost their

defining characteristic.  Baron-Cohen waves away the counterexample of the very

people he studies by means of unabashed word-magic: he attributes "zero negative"

empathy to sociopaths and "zero positive" empathy to autistics.

What we see here is the persistent tendency to equate social virtues with moral

virtues – to praise "people persons" and elevate their bonhomie, amiability,

neighborliness, helpfulness, social restraint, temperance, fair play, modesty, politeness,

civility, and public generosity to the status of moral excellence, even though the

gestures of all these behaviors can be imitated and faked.  Those who are taken in by

the socially virtuous will then correspondingly denigrate introverts who are reluctant to

"serve others."  They will discover evidence of covert narcissism in the morality of these

self-actualizers who appear to be autonomous, stand-offish, and detached from political

passions and home-team boosterism.

Romand was born to set this right – to show how the social virtues can be aped,

so that their simulacrum passes for the real thing and takes in well nigh everybody.  His

social virtues coexisted with a devouring narcissistic solipsism that did not blanch at the

brutal murders of the five people in the world closest to him – who were most adoring of

him and, in the eyes of all who saw them together, seemingly most adored by him.

Existentially, Romand was a near-empty vessel, perpetually filled by the good

opinion of other people.  He was the antithesis of the criminal loner who cares nothing

about the feelings of others; he cared about nothing but the feelings of others.  He was

not a monster of selfishness in the conventional sense; he had almost no self when he

was alone.  He was always extemporizing a persona in the presence of others,



including his closest others.  Like most people, he had been making up his life as he

went along.  An extraordinary succession of fortuities – of preposterous lies that even

more preposterously passed for truth – turned this unprepossessing man into a mass

murderer.  When his act failed at last, he knew that it was time to close down the show. 

If he hoped to open again in another venue, that is only human – his guilt and

punishment would not bring back his loved ones.

We use the term "sociopathy" to designate a criminal disdain for society and its

rules.  But Romand exhibited a excess of sociality that no one perceived to be

pathogenic.  He was socially constructed down to the ground – law-abiding,

cooperative, loyal.  When the social terms of his existence were about to be

annihilated, he suffered an acute existential crisis and sought a "logical" solution to it. 

His case is almost too easy to understand.  As such, it illuminates the contribution of

our social nature to evils that we keep wanting to attribute to a dearth of humanity

rather than an overabundance of it – humanity here defined simply as "human nature." 

He wanted to be liked; he wanted to be popular.  He wanted to see the faces of his wife

and children light up with pleasure.  The prospect of losing that meant the losing of

everything.  No other realization of self was even imaginable to him.  The end of his

likability and lovability was the end of the world.


