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			PROLOGUE
Seeing nothing anymore



				 			


			Everything went dark. As funeral garb. Then, here and there, some flashes, like those bright spots that appear when you vainly stare at the sun from behind eyelids that are as tightly clenched as fists fighting pain or emotion. 

			Of course, she hadn’t described it like that at all. A child of ten, startled and anxious, expresses distress bluntly, without embellishment or lyricism.

			“Mommy, it’s gone all black!”

			Mona had cried these words in a strangled voice. A moan? Yes, but not only. There was an involuntary note of shame to them that her mother, whenever she detected it, took seriously. Because if there was one thing Mona never feigned, it was shame. No sooner did shame creep into a word, an attitude, an intonation than the die was cast: some unpleasant truth got through.

			“Mommy, it’s gone all black!”

			Mona was blind.

			The effect seemed to have no cause. Nothing out of the ordinary had occurred; she was quietly doing her math homework, pen in right hand, exercise book under left palm, at the corner of the table on which her mother was studding a plump joint with garlic. Mona was carefully removing a pendant from around her neck because it kept swinging over her page of exercises, and she’d gotten into the bad habit of hunching to write. She felt a dark shadow fall on both her eyes, as if they were being punished for being so blue, so big, so clear. The darkness didn’t come from the outside, like it usually does, when night falls or the lights in a theater go down; it snatched her sight from within her own body. An opaque screen had sprung up inside her, cutting her off from the polygons drawn on her exercise book, from the brown wooden table, from the joint sitting a bit further along, from her mother in a white apron, from the tiled kitchen, from her father sitting in the adjacent room, from the Montreuil apartment, from the gray autumn sky louring over the streets, from the whole world. The child, by the casting of some spell, was plunged into darkness.

			Mona’s mother frantically phoned the family doctor. She described, confusedly, her daughter’s glazed eyes, and confirmed, because the doctor asked her to, that she didn’t seem to be experiencing any speech problems or paralysis.

			

			“It sounds like a TIA,” he said, not wishing to give any firmer opinion.

			He insisted that Mona be given a high dose of aspirin right away, and, most importantly, be taken urgently to the Hôtel-Dieu hospital, where he would phone a colleague to take immediate care of her. The name in question was not merely the first that came to mind—this colleague was a wonderful pediatrician; reputed, furthermore, to be a very fine ophthalmologist; and, incidentally, a talented hypnotherapist. Normally, he concluded, the blindness shouldn’t last longer than ten minutes, and he hung up. A good quarter of an hour had already gone by since the first cry of alarm.

			In the car, the little girl was crying and hitting her temples. Her mother held her elbows, but deep down, she, too, felt an urge to hit that round, fragile little head, the way one hits a machine that’s not working, foolishly hoping to make it start up again. The father, at the wheel of his juddery old Volkswagen, wished he could catch whatever had struck his little girl instead of her. He was angry, convinced that something had happened in the kitchen and they were hiding it from him. He kept going through the list of all the possible causes, from a burst of steam to a bad fall. But no. Mona repeated a hundred times: “It happened on its own!”

			And he believed none of it: “People don’t go blind just like that!”

			And yet, yes: people can also go blind “just like that,” as this proved. And today, people was Mona, with her ten years of age and her tears of fear flooding down—tears she perhaps thought would wash away the soot that had stuck to her eyes, on that Sunday in October, as night was falling. When they arrived outside the hospital beside Notre-Dame, on the Île de la Cité, she suddenly stopped sobbing and froze:

			“Mommy, Daddy, it’s coming back!”

			Standing in the street, in a chill wind, she threw her head back to hasten the return of her vision. Like a blind rolling up, the veil over her eyes was lifting. Outlines reappeared, then the forms of faces, the contours of nearby objects, the texture of the walls, and all the variations of color, from brightest to darkest. The child saw once again the slight figure of her mother, her long, swan-like neck and her skinny arms, and the much sturdier figure of her father. Finally, she glimpsed, in the distance, a gray pigeon taking flight, which filled her with joy. Blindness had seized Mona, and then let her go. It had passed through her, the way a bullet can pierce the skin and exit on the other side of the body, causing pain, certainly, but still allowing that body to heal. “A miracle,” her father thought, carefully noting how long the crisis had lasted: sixty-three minutes.

			At the Hôtel-Dieu’s ophthalmology department, there was no question of letting the little girl leave before carrying out a battery of tests, making a diagnosis, and providing a prescription. The family’s anxiety was undoubtedly eased, but not entirely dispelled. A nurse directed them to the first floor, for the office of the pediatrician who’d already been alerted by their family doctor. Dr. Van Orst was of mixed race, and afflicted with premature baldness. His big white coat was dazzling, a stark contrast to the sickly green of the walls. His huge smile, furrowing his face with jovial little wrinkles, made him likeable; but it belied the many grave cases entrusted to him. He approached Mona:

			“How old are you?” he asked, his voice gravelly from smoking.

			 

			 

			Mona was ten. She was the only child of two parents who loved each other. Camille, her mother, was nearing forty. She was slight, wore her hair short and messy, and there was a distant trace of the Parisian twang in her voice. Her charm lay in her “slightly shambolic” side, according to her husband, but underlying it was a formidable determination: in her, anarchy was forever intertwined with authority. She worked at a temping agency, and was the model employee, committed and zealous. In the morning, that is. The afternoon was quite different. She exhausted herself doing voluntary work. All causes were good causes, from isolated old folks to abused animals. As for Paul, he was now fifty-seven. Camille was his second wife. The first one had disappeared with his best friend. He wore a tie to distract from the frayed collars of his shirts, and toiled away as a small-time vintage-goods dealer, with a particular passion for Fifties Americana: jukeboxes, pinball machines, posters . . . And since it had all started in his adolescence with a collection of heart-shaped keyrings, he now owned an impressive array of them, which he didn’t wish to sell and which, anyhow, wouldn’t have interested anyone. With the increased use of the Internet, his store, tucked away in Montreuil, had almost had to close its doors. So, he’d taken to the Net himself, showcasing his expertise on a website that he was forever updating and translating into English. Despite an almost non-existent business sense, he could count on a clientele of attentive collectors, who regularly saved him from ruin. The previous summer, he had repaired a 1955 edition of the Gottlieb “Wishing Well” pinball machine and had sold it for the tidy sum of ten thousand euros. A timely deal after barely a sale for months . . . And then, once again, the void. It’s the financial crisis, he was told. Paul would down a bottle of red wine every day in the store, and then stick the empty, like a trophy, on one of those hedgehog-like bottle-drying racks that had been the making of Marcel Duchamp. He would raise his glass on his own, unable to blame anyone else. In his head, he was drinking to Mona. To her good health.

			 

			 

			While the nurse led the child through the maze-like hospital to undergo various tests, Dr. Van Orst, ensconced in a huge armchair, presented his initial diagnosis to Paul and Camille:

			“TIA—a transient ischemic attack.”

			It meant there had been a brief blockage of blood flow to the brain, and now they must discover the cause of this dysfunction. But Mona’s case, he continued, perplexed him: on the one hand, the attack—very rare in a girl of her age—seemed severe to him, since both eyes had been affected and it had lasted more than an hour; on the other, it had spared entirely her ability to move and speak. The MRI would doubtless tell them more. They must, he added, seeming ill-at-ease, prepare for the worst.

			Mona had to lie on a platform inside a horrid machine, and relax quietly without moving. They asked her to take off her pendant. She refused. It was a fine chain made of fishing line carrying a tiny cornet seashell, which had belonged to her grandmother and brought Mona good luck. She had always had it, and her adored Dadé wore the same pendant himself. The two charms connected them to each other, she thought, and she didn’t want to feel torn apart from her grandfather. Since the pendant contained no metal, they let her keep it on. And so her head, her pretty head, with its halo of shoulder-length tawny-brown hair, and its adorable round mouth, was engulfed by an ogreish cavity that was noisy as a factory. During the fifteen minutes the torture lasted, Mona sang songs to herself non-stop, in defiance, to inject a little cheer and life into this coffin. She sang a rather soppy lullaby that her mother would hum to her when tucking her in; she sang a pop song, a tune played on a loop in supermarkets, because she liked the video full of young boys with gelled hair; she sang some catchy ad jingles; she also sang “Une souris verte,” that nursery rhyme about a green mouse, to remember the day when she’d yelled the words to drive her daddy mad, to no avail.

			The MRI results came through. Dr. Van Orst summoned Camille and Paul, and was quick to reassure them. There was nothing there. Absolutely nothing. In the cross-section images, the brain showed only homogenous zones. No tumor there. Other tests were carried out, interminably. All through the night: from the depths of the pupils to the inner ear, with blood, bones, muscles, and arteries in between. Nothing there, either. The calm after the storm. Had the storm ever even happened?

			The hands of a clock lost in a corridor of the Hôtel-Dieu showed it was five in the morning. An image from a fairy tale came to Camille’s exhausted mind: it was as if, she told her husband, some evil being had snatched away Mona’s eyes and then given them back to her. As if he’d picked the wrong victim, Paul added. Or as if he had sent a sign, a warning, and was preparing to repeat his crime, they each thought, silently.

			 

			

			 

			In the schoolyard, the bell rang. The stream of children, herded by Madame Hadji, made its way up to the second floor. The teacher alerted her fifth-grade pupils that they wouldn’t be seeing their classmate Mona until they all got back from the November All Saints’ break. She herself had just been told this over the phone by Camille, who had explained everything—or almost—about the hellish night, without hiding the gravity of what had occurred. Naturally, the children asked questions. Had Mona been allowed to go on holiday a week before everyone else?

			“She’s a bit poorly,” the teacher limited herself to saying, while not being entirely happy with the formula.

			“A bit poorly: what luck!” Diego exclaimed, from the third row, and his high-pitched voice prompted agreement from the whole class.

			Because most children see illness as the “open sesame” to freedom . . . 

			At the back of the classroom, beside the chalk-dusty curtains, Lili and Jade, Mona’s two best friends, who knew every nook and cranny of her bedroom, were even more jealous. Oh, how they’d have loved to be with her! “A bit poorly”? Yes, sure, thought Lili, but no question, she’d be spending her days in her daddy’s store. And Jade, gazing at Mona’s empty seat, pictured herself with delight in her company, inventing all kinds of games and stories in the modest store, crammed with old things that smelt of America—a whole bric-a-brac of shiny, fun, and mysterious objects that children found entrancing. But Lili protested:

			“No, no, when she’s ill, it’s her granddad, Dadé, who comes to look after her, and he scares me.”

			Jade let out a mocking laugh to show that nothing scared her, especially not Mona’s grandfather. And yet, deep down, the little girl had to admit: in front of this old man, towering, thin and scar-faced, with his deep, stony voice, she was pretty spooked, too. 

			 

			 

			“Hello, Dad, it’s me.”

			It was midday when Camille, numb all over, decided to phone her father. Henry Vuillemin, refusing to use a mobile phone, would invariably answer landline calls with a brief “yes,” curt and scalding, which allowed little room for enthusiasm. His daughter loathed this ritual and, each time, would long for the days when her late mother would pick up the phone. She stressed each syllable.

			“Dad, I need to tell you: something awful happened last night.”

			She told the whole story, in sequence, while trying to keep her emotions in check.

			“And?” Henry asked, with a hint of impatience.

			But Camille had stifled her tears so much while telling her tale that, now, a massive sob convulsed her body and choked her: she was unable to reply.

			“And, darling?” her father pressed her.

			This unexpected “darling” gave her a burst of oxygen; she started breathing again and whispered:

			“Nothing! For now, nothing! All fine, I think.”

			At which Henry let out a long sigh of relief, then threw his head back and gazed up at the cheery moldings on his ceiling, of plump fruit, foliage, and spring flowers.

			“Let me have a word with her.”

			But Mona, curled up in an armchair in the living room under a russet throw, had dozed off.

			The poet Ovid described the phase when consciousness slips away as like entering a giant cave sheltering the languid, indolent god, Sleep. He imagined a cavern that was inaccessible to Phoebus, master of the Sun. Mona had learnt from her grandfather that, on a human scale, there existed no journey more regular than that towards these mysterious and changing lands . . . So, it was right, throughout our lives, never to neglect these realms to which we endlessly wend our way.

			 

			 

			In the days that followed, Dr. Van Orst ran some new tests at the Hôtel-Dieu. They still revealed no particular anomaly. The explanation for those sixty-three minutes of blindness just couldn’t be found, making the doctor now balk at using the term “transient ischemic attack,” which implied a vascular deficiency of which he was no longer entirely certain. In the absence of a clear diagnosis, he suggested to Mona—and to her parents—that she try hypnosis. Paul was dumbfounded by this idea. As for the little girl, she wasn’t really sure she knew what it meant. She associated the term with the “scarf game” she’d vaguely heard mentioned at school, which terrified her. To correct this false impression, Van Orst explained that by putting Mona under hypnosis, he could place her, temporarily, under his influence. Such an experience would allow him to go back in time and lead her to that original moment when her sight had gone, make her relive it, and, potentially, identify what caused it. Paul put his foot down. There was no question of doing this, it was dangerous. Van Orst didn’t insist: to be hypnotized effectively, a child must let go with total trust. But, between Mona’s prejudice and her father’s angry overreaction, the procedure was now compromised. As for Camille, she’d said nothing.

			So, Van Orst prescribed a conventional medical treatment for the young patient: weekly blood and arterial tests, visits to the ophthalmologist, ten days’ convalescence. He instructed Paul and Camille to look out for “any appearance of subjective signs of a symptomatic nature,” which meant that they must be extremely attentive to their daughter’s feelings. On this score, he suggested they consult a child psychiatrist.

			“It’s for everyday prevention rather than actual therapy,” he assured them. 

			Paul and Camille took in his recommendations, more or less, but, basically, there was just one question on their mind: does Mona risk, eventually, losing her sight? Curiously, at no time had Dr. Van Orst mentioned the threat of a definitive relapse, and, despite their dread, the parents preferred to avoid the subject. They even told themselves that, if the doctor hadn’t tackled it, it meant there was no need for it to be broached. 

			Henry Vuillemin broached it head-on with his daughter. He wasn’t the sort to run away from questions, however dreadful they might be. Usually very sparing with phone calls, unless it was to hear Mona’s voice, that week he made them repeatedly. In a fierce and impassioned voice, he harried Camille: yes or no, was his darling granddaughter, the treasure of his life, going to go blind? Henry also kept asking, insistently, to see Mona, and it wouldn’t have been right for Camille to deny him that. She suggested that he come over on the Sunday of the All Saints’ holiday, one week exactly since the attack of blindness. Paul, who knew how the conversation would go, secretly resigned himself and downed a glass of rough burgundy almost in one. In front of his father-in-law, he felt wretchedly stupid. Mona, on the other hand, upon hearing the news, stamped her feet with impatience.

			This grandfather, full of years and strength, she loved him. She also enjoyed watching how all those who encountered him let themselves be charmed by his lofty height and heavy glasses, with their large, almost square frames. In his company, she felt protected. And uplifted. Henry had always tried to speak to her the way he would to an adult. It was she who wanted this treatment, and relished it, found it fun. She never feared not understanding, and laughed at any mistakes and misunderstandings. Because she watched her own language in return, and it was clearly more of a game than an issue.

			Henry had no desire to turn her into a little performing monkey. He didn’t want to be one of those parodies of grandfathers, always looking out for youthful errors just to be able to correct them and sound smart. It wasn’t in his nature. He’d never made her do her homework, didn’t get involved in report cards. Besides, he loved the way Mona expressed herself. Even more, he was fascinated by her turns of phrase. Why? He hadn’t a clue. Failed to understand it. He had always been obsessed, haunted by something in her childish language. Was there something more to it, or a certain something that was missing? A quality or a defect? This impression was all the more troubling because it wasn’t recent: Mona’s particular little “tune” had always concealed a mystery that Henry was determined to solve one day, just by listening.

			

			Camille sometimes admitted her surprise at a relationship she deemed “too lovely to be true,” but she recognized that it worked brilliantly and made her daughter happy. And Henry, who readily quoted Victor Hugo’s The Art of Being a Grandfather, would remind anyone willing to listen of one of the cardinal principles of communication: it matters little if you don’t instantly understand all that someone says, as though each new word had to be an already leafy tree in the vast orchard of the brain. Buds would be sure to open when the time was right, as long as furrows have been dug and seeds sown.

			These furrows and seeds, in Henry Vuillemin’s case, were a flow of rich and sure words, which gripped you from their first use, never to let you go; it was a perfectly simple way of speaking, but of such range that it was exhilarating; the scansion was that of a storyteller, often accelerating, before slowing back down and then being tinged with gentle emotion. It was a steamroller of worldly experience and quiet erudition.

			And so the relationship with this Dadé was one of a kind. Sometimes, an extraordinary bond is created between grandparents and grandchildren, and vice versa, stemming from the fact that, by some kind of existential curve, the elders return, from the heights of their great age, to the feelings of their earliest youth, and understand, better than anyone, the springtime of life.

			Henry Vuillemin lived in a fine apartment on Avenue Ledru-Rollin, right above the Bistrot du Peintre, a narrow establishment with lashings of Art Nouveau-style woodwork. He would go down there every morning and follow his own little routine: a coffee and a croissant, a perusal of the national newspapers, an exchange now and then with the odd client and any waiters on their break. He felt part of an old world and, ritually, would walk very slowly to Place de la Bastille, examining the furniture in the store windows of Rue du Faubourg-Saint-Antoine on the way, would continue up towards Place de la République along the park-like median strip of Boulevard Ricard-Lenoir, and then turn back along Boulevard Voltaire. In the late afternoon, at home, he would consult the art books that were piled right up to the ceiling. Henry, who was one centimeter taller than General de Gaulle, could get hold of the least accessible without library steps or ladder, and, by curious chance, it was regularly those that most appealed to him. He had a phenomenal memory, although he had a propensity to talk about things he knew as opposed to more personal, intimate recollections, which he protected under layers of modesty. Mona knew the rule. The only thing her grandfather forbade was any mention of Colette Vuillemin, who had left him a widower seven years ago. Camille, like her father, never mentioned her mother, either. The child might try to breach that wall from time to time, but would be met with a deathly silence. Colette was not to be spoken of. Ever. The only exception to this taboo was Henry wearing that charm around his neck in memory of his late wife. It was a pretty little cornet seashell attached to some fishing line. He’d picked up the shell while with her on the Côte d’Azur in the summer of 1963—he no longer knew exactly which day anymore, but he remembered the scorching heat and having sworn a good many things to Colette. Mona, as mentioned, wore the same pendant, inherited from her grandmother.

			We all have our own ways of swearing. Henry Vuillemin, well, he would swear on “what’s beautiful on earth.” The expression surprised Mona, and whenever she heard it, she always shrugged her shoulders with a puzzled little laugh: what’s beautiful on earth—that was a bit everything and nothing at the same time. And then she would wonder whether he, her revered grandfather, was included. Henry had, evidently, been an attractive young man, and remained imposing, charming, spectacular. His octogenarian face, gaunt and chiseled, radiated a wonderfully alluring vigor and intelligence. But he was blemished. A scar tore through the right side of his face, from under the cheekbone right up to the eyebrow. The wound must have been very painful. It had made a furrow in his skin, but had also torn away a piece of his cornea. It was a war souvenir. A terrible souvenir: on September 17, 1982, while Henry was doing some photojournalism in Lebanon for Agence France-Presse, a Phalangist had lashed out at him with a knife to stop him from going any further. He was just approaching the Shatila camp. Rumor had it that massacres were taking place there, that Palestinian refugees were being arbitrarily executed, without trial, in retaliation for the assassination of President Bachir Gemayel. He had wanted to verify this, to bear witness. His way had been barred with inhumane violence. Henry had lost a lot of blood and the use of his eye. This disability, combined with his great height and, as the years went by, increasingly extreme thinness, had given his appearance a supernatural aura. The handsome reporter, who looked like the movie star Eddie Constantine, had turned into a legendary character.

			 

			 

			On All Saints’ Day, Mona was in great form. Her parents had done everything to cheer up the dreariness of November. Jade and Lili, her two friends, had come over to watch some of Toy Story, the animated film in which toys come to life. They had messed around a bit, amiably. Especially Jade. She was a mischievous and pretty little girl, a dark complexion, and impeccably neat hair. And yet she had a surprising passion: pulling faces. She could transform her harmonious face into a mobile and deranged theater, where bizarre, burlesque expressions would appear, like demented actors. Mona always begged her for more, delighted.

			At 7 P.M., the entry phone rang. Paul pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows. Camille pressed the button:

			“Dad?”

			It was just like him, arriving on the dot. Paul, after greeting him, left to return Jade and Lili to their respective parents, and during that time, Mona, her mother, and her grandfather were all reunited in the apartment. After an irrepressible outburst of joy, the little girl, having been careful not to tell her two friends of her woes, launched into a detailed account of her sixty-three-minute ordeal and all the tests she’d endured at the hospital. Camille didn’t interrupt her.

			Henry, however, while listening to Mona talk, and talk some more, was surveying, with clinical objectivity, the child’s surroundings. Even her bedroom, despite the enchanting kitsch of the décor, seemed extremely sad to him. That wallpaper with its garlands of flowers, those glittery knickknacks in the form of hearts or animals, those pink and brown cuddly toys, those grotesque posters of stars barely out of adolescence, all that plastic jewelry, that cartoon-princess-style furniture . . . The acidic colors of all this clutter choked him. In this whole scenario, oozing bad taste, there were but two exceptions of a kind of beauty. A sturdy American industrial lamp from the Fifties, with an articulated arm, that Paul had unearthed, given to Mona, and fixed onto her little desk. And then, above the bed, under glass, a poster for an exhibition featuring a painting. It shimmered with some sublimely subtle colors, cool in tone. They depicted a naked woman, in profile and leaning forward, seated on a stool covered in a white cloth, with left ankle resting on right knee. In one corner it read: “Musée d’Orsay Paris—Georges Seurat (1859-1891).”

			Despite these two exceptions, Henry came to the painful conclusion that, for convenience’s sake, childhood is mainly crammed with frivolous and ugly objects. And Mona’s was no exception. Beauty, true artistic beauty, entered her everyday life stealthily. It was entirely normal, Henry reflected: the refinement of taste, the development of sensibility came later. If it weren’t for the fact—and this thought suffocated him—that Mona had almost lost her sight, and that, if her eyes stopped working permanently in the days, weeks, or months to come, she would be left, inside her head, with only the memory of tawdry and futile things. An entire life in the dark, with only the worst the world produces to draw on mentally, with nowhere for those memories to go? It was unthinkable. It was terrifying.

			Much to his daughter’s annoyance, Henry was taciturn and distant all through supper. When Mona finally went off to bed, Camille purposefully turned up the volume of Coltrane’s saxophone, coming from an old chrome juke box, to drown out their voices and ensure that the little one would hear nothing.

			“Dad. For now, Mona seems to be dealing well with . . . (she hesitated over terms) . . . what just happened. But the doctor recommends the support of a child psychiatrist. It might seem strange to her, and I wondered if you might take her to the appointment, just so she feels reassured . . . ”

			“A shrink? Will that really stop her from going blind?”

			“That’s not what it’s about, Dad!”

			“I believe it is, and it will be, as long as you don’t dare ask the doctor that question! What’s his name again?”

			“He’s called Van Orst and he’s very good,” Paul butted in, clumsily, just to be part of the conversation.

			“Dad, wait,” Camille continued. “Listen to me. Paul and I will do everything we can to avoid anything happening to Mona, d’you hear me? But she’s ten years old and we can’t just act as if she hadn’t been through anything. The doctor says her mental stability is a priority. So, I’m asking you, just to see whether you’d like to take care of that, because I know Mona will trust you. D’you hear me, Dad?”

			Henry heard perfectly well. But right then, in a split second, an Apollonian idea had ignited in his head, one that he kept jealously to himself. He wouldn’t take his granddaughter to see a child psychiatrist, no! Instead, he would administer a therapy of a totally different kind, a therapy capable of compensating for the ugliness inundating her childhood.

			Mona, who trusted him totally, had faith in him as in no other adult, would accompany him to the repositories of what the world has produced of greatest beauty, of greatest humanity: she’d accompany him to the museums. If one sad day Mona became permanently blind, she would at least have the benefit of a kind of reservoir, deep in her brain, from which to draw some visual splendors. The grandfather’s plan went like this: once a week, according to an unchanging ritual, he would go with Mona to contemplate a work of art—just one—first in prolonged silence, so the infinite delights of color and line penetrated his granddaughter’s mind, and then with words, so she went beyond visual rapture to understand how artists speak to us of life, how they illuminate it.

			And so, for his little Mona, he dreamed up something better than medicine. They would visit the Louvre first, then the Musée d’Orsay, and finally Beaubourg. There, yes, right there, in these places charged with preserving all that humanity has produced that’s boldest and most beautiful, he would find a tonic for his granddaughter. Henry wasn’t one of those art lovers who, removed from the world, are content with the sheen of some flesh painted by Raphael, or the rhythm of a line drawn with charcoal by Degas. He loved the almost incendiary potential of art. Sometimes, he would say: “Art is pyrotechnics, or it’s just wind.” And he loved that a painting, sculpture, or photograph, whether as a whole or with a detail, could stoke existence with meaning.

			While Camille was asking for his help, Henry was thus being assailed with hundreds of images: the rocky outcrops behind Mona Lisa, the monkey carved at the back of Michelangelo’s Dying Slave, the alarmed expression of the blond child to the right of David’s Oath of the Horatii; the weird gelatinous kidneys in Goya’s Lamb still life; and then the clods of earth in Plowing in the Nivernais by Rosa Bonheur; the butterfly signature used by Whistler on the portrait of his mother; the wobbly apsidiole of Van Gogh’s church . . . Or then the colors of Kandinsky, the dividing lines of Picasso, or the ultra-black of Soulages. They all sprang up, like so many signs calling him, asking to be seen, heard, understood, loved. Like a backfire to the cinders threatening Mona’s eyes.

			Henry smiled broadly:

			

			“Agreed, I’ll accompany Mona every Wednesday afternoon. From now on, it’s me, and only me, who’s in charge of this psychological therapy. It will be the business of just the two of us. Is that agreed?”

			“You’ll find someone good, Dad? You’ll ask your old friends for advice?”

			“Are we agreed on the principle? I’ll take care of it without question or intervention from anyone.”

			“But you’re not going to pick some random child psychiatrist, d’you hear? You’ll take great care.”

			“Do you trust me, my darling?”

			“Yes,” Paul said with authority, to counter any hesitation from Camille. “Mona admires you and respects you, and loves you as she does no one else, so, yes, we trust you.”

			After her husband’s firm words, Camille agreed affectionately, and left it at that. Henry felt a slightly moist glimmer on his working eye. Coltrane’s sax was making the walls undulate. In her room, Mona was sleeping, watched over by Georges Seurat.
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THE LOUVRE
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SANDRO BOTTICELLI
Learn to receive



			The big glass pyramid amused Mona. Brazenly hoisted in the middle of the stone edifice of the Louvre Palace, its ethereal form, its transparence, the way it caught the cold November sunlight, enchanted her. Her grandfather wasn’t saying much. And yet she could tell he was in a great mood because he was gripping her little hand in his with the confident affection of happy people, and blithely swinging his arms. Although silent, he was the picture of childlike joviality.

			“How beautiful the pyramid is, Dadé! Looks like a giant Chinese hat,” Mona enthused, while cleaving her way through the clusters of tourists on the forecourt.

			Henry looked at her and smiled, but with a kind of dubious pout. The odd look this gave him made the little girl giggle. They entered the glass structure, passed through security, glided down on an escalator, found themselves in the vast hall, so similar to those of stations and airports, and headed for the Denon Wing. All the commotion around them was stifling. Yes, stifling, because most visitors in the crowds at a large museum don’t know what they want to do; they foment a generalized indecision, making the atmosphere stagnant, uncertain, and even a bit uneasy, typical of such places when they are victims of their own success.

			In the midst of the hubbub, Henry bent his long, thin legs to speak to his granddaughter eye to eye. He would do this whenever he had something really important to say to her. His mineral voice, clear and deep, drowned out the surrounding din. As if reducing to silence the inane chatter and tedious outbursts of the entire universe.

			“Mona, every week, we’ll go to the museum together to see a work of art—a single work of art, only one. These people around us want to gobble it all up in one go, and they get lost, not knowing how to moderate their desires. We’ll be much wiser, much more reasonable. We’ll look at a single work of art, first without saying a word, for a good few minutes, and then we’ll talk about it.”

			“Really? I thought we’d be going to see the doctor.” She wanted to say “the psychiatrist,” but wasn’t quite sure of the word.

			“Tell me, Mona, would you like to go see the psychiatrist, afterwards? Is it important to you?”

			“Anything would be better than that!”

			“Well then, listen carefully, my dear. There’ll be no need to go if you really look at what we’re going to see.”

			“Seriously? Can we avoid,” she stumbled again over the word, so decided upon a simpler one. “The doctor?”

			

			“We can. I swear to you, on all that’s beautiful on earth.”

			 

			 

			After tackling a maze of stairways, Henry and Mona found themselves in a bustling, crowded, modest-sized room. Almost nobody seemed interested in taking a good look at the work in pride of place as they filed past. Henry released his granddaughter’s hand and told her, with infinite gentleness:

			“Now look, Mona. Take all the time you need to look, to really look.”

			And so Mona, feeling a bit intimidated, planted herself in front of the painting. It was damaged, severely cracked in several places, and missing some pieces. Initially, it seemed to evoke a decayed and distant past. Henry gazed at it, too, but more than anything he was observing his granddaughter, sensing her uncertainty, her puzzlement. And then she was frowning and stifling a slightly embarrassed laugh. He knew that even when standing in front of a Renaissance masterpiece, a little girl of ten, no matter how vivacious, curious, sensitive and smart she might be, couldn’t instantly go into ecstasy. He knew that, contrary to a received notion, it took time, that plumbing the depths of art was a tedious exercise, not an easy delight. He also knew that Mona, because it was him asking her to, would play the game and, despite her awkwardness, would examine, with the promised attention, the forms, the colors, the subject matter.

			 

			The image was divided simply. To the far left, you could see a fountain, in front of which, like in a frieze, stood four young women with long curly hair, looking remarkably similar. They were gripping each other’s arms, entwined as if forming a human garland, which was punctuated by the difference in their outfits: green and mauve for the first, white for the second, pink for the third, orangey yellow for the fourth. This colorful procession gave an impression of forward movement, and facing it, on the right side of the work, alone against a neutral backdrop, stood a fifth woman, young, extremely beautiful, wearing an exquisite pendant-necklace and a crimson dress. She, too, seemed to be moving forward, as if to meet the procession. Indeed, she was holding a piece of linen out towards it, into which one of the creatures—the one in pink—was delicately placing something. But what? Impossible to say. The object had faded away. There was also, in the foreground, in the right-hand corner, a little blond-haired boy, in profile, almost smiling. The setting was almost entirely bare: only a blurred truncated column on the far right echoed the fountain on the far left.

			 

			Mona did play the game. But six minutes was already too long. Six minutes in front of a faded image was an unfamiliar and painful ordeal. So she turned to her grandfather and started the conversation with a cheek only she could get away with:

			“Dadé, your painting’s really battered! Next to it, your face seems brand new.”

			Henry looked at the work and all the damage scarring it. He crouched down.

			“You’d be better off listening to me rather than talking nonsense . . . A ‘painting,’ you say! Wrong! For a start, Mona, it isn’t a ‘painting.’ It’s what’s known as a ‘fresco.’ Do you know what a fresco is?”

			“Yes, I think so . . . but I’ve forgotten!”

			“A fresco is a painting done on a wall, and it’s very fragile because if the wall gets damaged—and a wall crumbles away a lot, over time—well, the painting gets damaged, too.”

			“Why did the artist paint on this wall? Because it’s the Louvre?”

			“Not at all. It’s true that an artist might want to paint a fresco in the Louvre, because it’s the biggest museum on the planet, and a painter would naturally want to place his work directly onto it, so it would be like the skin of the palace. But you see, Mona, the Louvre hasn’t always been a museum. Until about two hundred years ago, it was a castle, where the kings and their courts lived. This fresco was painted around 1485. So, the artist didn’t create it for the walls of the Louvre, but for those of a villa in Florence.”

			“Florence?!” She fiddled, automatically, with the pendant around her neck. “That reminds me of the name of an old fiancée of yours, before Mamie, right?”

			“Doesn’t ring a bell, but it’s possible! But listen; Florence is an Italian city. In Tuscany, to be precise. And it was the cradle of what’s called the Italian Renaissance. In the 15th century—the Quattrocento, as the Italians say—Florence was really flourishing. It had around a hundred thousand inhabitants and the city was prosperous, thanks to commerce and banking. Religious orders, political dignitaries, and even ordinary citizens, those at the top of the social ladder, wanted to make the most of their wealth and show their prestige by supporting the art of their contemporaries. They’re described as having been great patrons of the arts. Painters, sculptors, architects benefited from their faith and the means they gave them to produce some incredibly beautiful paintings, statues or buildings.”

			“I bet they were made of gold.”

			“Not entirely. There were, indeed, in the Middle Ages, some very fine paintings covered in lashings of gold leaf. It added value to the object, and symbolized divine light, to boot! But during the Renaissance, painting moves progressively from gilded showiness to a more faithful depiction of reality as we see it, with its landscapes, the singularity of faces, animals, the movement of beings, of things, of the sky and of the sea.”

			“They love nature, is that it?”

			“Precisely, they start to love nature. But you know when we talk of nature, we’re not only talking about what grows on the earth.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We’re also talking, in a more general way, about human nature. That is, what we are deep down, with our dark and light sides, our flaws and qualities, our fears and hopes. It’s this very human nature that the artist seeks to improve.”

			“How?”

			“If you cultivate your garden, you do good to nature. You allow it to flourish. This fresco seeks to do good to human nature by telling it something very simple, but essential, and which you must remember forever, Mona.”

			But Mona, to ruffle the old man, put her fingers in her ears and closed her eyes, as if she didn’t want to hear or see anything he might tell or show her. After a few seconds, she sneakily half-opened one eye to see his reaction. He was smiling, nonchalantly. So she stopped her little game and refocused all her attention. Because she sensed that, after those long minutes of silence, contemplation and discussion, after that little journey across the damaged picture before her eyes, her grandfather was finally going to reveal to her one of those secrets you keep very close to your heart.

			Henry indicated to her to look at the slightly faded area, where there seemed to be something that the young woman on the right was taking into her hands. The little girl did just that.

			

			“The four women in procession on the left are Venus and the Three Graces. They are generous divinities. And they are presenting a gift—we don’t know what it is because there’s a little paint missing—to a young girl. The Three Graces are what are known as allegories, Mona: they don’t exist in real life and you’ll never encounter them, but they represent important values. They are said to represent the three stages that make us sociable and hospitable beings, that’s to say, humans who are truly human. And this fresco depicts how essential these three stages are; it seeks to anchor them firmly in each one of us.”

			“What are the three stages?”

			“The first consists of knowing how to give, the third of knowing how to give back. And between the two, there’s one without which nothing is possible, that’s like a kind of keystone, one which supports all of human nature.”

			“Which one’s that, Dadé?”

			“Look: what’s she doing, the young girl on the right?”

			“You told me: she’s lucky because she’s receiving a present.”

			“Exactly, Mona. She’s receiving a present. And it’s that that is absolutely fundamental. Knowing how to receive. What this fresco is saying is that we have to learn to receive, that human nature, to be capable of great and beautiful things, must be ready to embrace the kindness of others, their desire to give pleasure, to embrace what it doesn’t yet have, and what it isn’t yet. There’ll always be time for the person receiving to give back, but to give back, that’s to say, give again, it’s crucial to have been capable of receiving. Do you understand, Mona?”

			“It’s a bit complicated, your story, but yes, I think so.”

			“I’m sure you understand! And you see, if these ladies are so beautiful, drawn with such fluidity and grace, this unbroken line showing not a jolt, not a doubt, it’s to express the importance of this continuity, of this chain that links humans and improves their nature: giving, receiving, and giving back; giving, receiving, and giving back; giving, receiving, and giving back.”

			Mona didn’t know what to say anymore. The last thing she wanted to do was disappoint her grandfather. She’d already tried humor during their conversation, so she kept quiet to avoid adding anything too naïve, knowing very well that he was talking to her and bringing her to this huge museum so she became a bit more grown up. For now, she felt just a wrench, because this call to grow up, this thrilling exploration of a new world, exerted an extraordinary magnetic pull, particularly because the call came from Henry, whom she revered. And yet, she had an awful presentiment, a fear in her soul that what you give back, you might never find again. Regret, distant as it was vivid, for a forever vanished childhood clamped on her heart.

			“Shall we go, Dadé? Head back?”

			“Yes, Mona! Let’s head back!”

			Henry took her hand again and they left the Louvre slowly, without a word. Outside, darkness was starting to fall. Henry was aware of the turmoil that had just shaken his granddaughter. But he refused to go easy on people just to ensure he had only good times, that were fulfilling and appealing, in their company. No: he knew very well that life is only worthwhile if you accept its harsh sides, and that these, once time has done its job, turn out to be precious and fertile material, beautiful and useful, that allows life to be truly life.

			Besides, by that miracle that is childhood, Mona’s turmoil was short-lived: as she skipped merrily along, she started to sing. Henry never interrupted her at such times, which he found unbelievably touching. And then suddenly, as they were nearing her home, Mona stopped, having remembered the shared lie they’d agreed on to avoid sessions with the psychiatrist. She widened her big blue eyes and turned up her mischievous little face, chuckling at the naughty trick they were playing on her parents.

			“Dadé, what do I say if Mommy and Daddy ask me the name of the doctor I went to see?”

			“Tell them he’s called Dr. Botticelli.”
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LEONARDO DA VINCI
Smile at life


 
			

	 
			The November break was soon over and Mona went back to school. Camille arrived early, at around eight, at the dingy covered part of the yard, which offered some protection from the unpleasant autumn rain. She entrusted her daughter to Madame Hadji, quickly explaining how her recovery was going and the medical support in place, including seeing a child psychiatrist every Wednesday. She stressed: the teacher should certainly keep a close eye on Mona, but without showing her any special treatment, nothing that sets her apart from her friends.

			And Mona was soon back on track, catching up without grumbling about the grammar lessons on the direct object and the math ones on the types of triangle. Like her friends Jade and Lili, she keenly awaited any contributions from Diego, in the front row, who never missed a chance to annoy the teacher with his shrill voice. It cracked the three friends up. When Madame Hadji asked who was the architect of the Eiffel Tower, he answered like a shot, without raising his hand:

			“Disneyland Paris.”

			And the teacher, her eyes widening at every silly response of this kind, never quite knew whether it was a bad answer or a good joke. As indeed Diego didn’t, either.

			Curiously, it was during recesses that Mona, Jade, and Lili felt least at ease, certainly whenever they had to scurry under the shelter in bad weather, where all the pupils would be packed like sardines, with no space to play. And there was an even greater risk of coming across Guillaume. Who was he? A nasty brat from the other fifth-grade class, in the building opposite. With his long blond curls, deceptively kind eyes and tense mouth, Guillaume, who was redoing fifth grade, stuck out from his classmates, who were a year younger than him, due to his height. He was like a junior-high-school kid left behind with the little ones, a kind of anomaly in the schoolyard ecosystem. He was scary because he was sometimes violent. The slightest thing set him off and made him aggressive.

			Mona feared him, but found him good-looking. On Wednes­day, at midday, while she stood outside school waiting for her grandfather, she observed him from a distance. He was crouched, on his own, and was hitting the ground with the flat of his hand. It was weird: was he trying to squash ants? Were there any in mid-November at a Paris school? He looked up with the alertness of a hyena, and his eyes met Mona’s; she, panicked at the thought of being taken for a spy, almost choked, while automatically clutching her pendant. Guillaume’s face seemed to hesitate between several expressions. Suddenly, he stood up and strode over to her. Mona felt an arm grip her. Her grandfather had arrived.

			“Hello, my dear!”

			She felt huge relief beside her adored Dadé.

			 

			 

			Once again, they accessed the Louvre via the transparent pyramid, and Mona, while going down the escalator into the bowels of the museum, gazed through the glass at the heavy November clouds and the raindrops splashing its surface. For some reason, it made her think of a giant waterfall that had to be traversed in order to slide into a cave, towards secret and daunting depths.

			“Do you remember what we saw last time, Mona?”

			“Dr. Botticelli,” she said, laughing.

			“Yes, spot-on, Botticelli’s Venus and the Three Graces. And today we’re going to see someone who shares your name. Do you know who I mean?”

			“Er, yes, Dadé,” she replied, with that blasé expression children adopt when they think you should stop taking them for children. “Give me a break, they say you speak to me like an adult! It’s Mona Lisa!”

			And off they walked, hand in hand, to the most famous room in the palace, on which so many frantic tourists were converging, in search of an emotional response that, generally, they didn’t find, lacking an effective way of interpreting the work on display. Henry had thought about it. He knew that, in front of this world-famous painting, reproduced in its millions, the expectation was always huge, and the disappointment proportionately so. But why on earth, people would ask in frustration, is this the best-known work of art, the most valued and admired? Why does it leave me cold? And so the soufflé would collapse. As for Henry, he knew a lot about La Joconde, as the Mona Lisa was also called, and its eventful history. He knew that it had first been commissioned from Leonardo da Vinci in 1503 by Francesco del Giocondo, a wealthy Florentine textile merchant, but that Leonardo never delivered the portrait of his wife, Lisa Gherardini—hence the name “Madonna Lisa” and its abbreviation to “Mona Lisa”—deeming it unfinished. Henry knew that the painting traveled with its creator to France, when the king, François I, invited him to end his days at the Château du Clos Lucé. He knew that for a long time, the painting was no more or less admired than Leonardo’s other works, only acquiring its full legendary status in 1911: that year, Vincenzo Peruggia, a glazier at the Louvre, having allowed himself to be shut in on a day the museum was closed, took down the poplar-wood panel—seventy-seven centimeters by fifty-three—slipped it under his clothes and hastened home with the treasure, which he then took to Italy. Henry had also looked into, not without some annoyance, all the craziest hypotheses surrounding this image: it was suspected of being a “face screen” behind which the monstruous Medusa was hiding, or of depicting a man, and why not Leonardo himself, disguised as a woman . . . It was even claimed that the painting behind the thick bullet-proof glass was merely a decoy, just a copy of the original that was kept in the museum’s stores. 

			It was important to be able to dissociate from all this hysteria, and Henry wanted Mona to take the time to look at Leonardo’s marvelous work without thinking about anything other than what lay before her eyes.

			 

			It depicted a seated woman, closely cropped, a bust in three-quarter view, with her left hand placed on the armrest of a chair, which was otherwise unseen. Her right hand was holding, without gripping, her left wrist, giving the model’s whole body a slight rotating movement, which animated it, placing it not only in space, but also in time. She was wearing a dark-colored embroidered dress, which contrasted with the radiant skin of her décolletage and face. A fine gauze covered her head, from which long wavy locks, parted in the middle, flowed down to her chest. Her face, which was a touch full, featured firm cheeks, a broad forehead, and a small chin, all framing a straight nose, brown eyes turned to the right and looking straight at the viewer, and a fine mouth barely lifted by a faint smile. The eyebrows were plucked. Behind the model there was the low wall of a loggia, beyond which a somewhat fantastical landscape stretched back, as though far, very far, away. On the left side of the painting there was a road snaking across a plain, which suddenly rose up into rocky outcrops. The plain was beside a lake that was bordered, on the horizon, by giant mountains, sheer and ferociously steep. There were also mountains on the right of the composition, which likewise featured stone, earth and water, but also an edifice built symmetrically to the sinuous road. It was a five-arched bridge straddling a river.

			 

			Mona was really lucky: because she was small and slight, no one in the pressing crowd dared to jostle her. Moreover, her level of concentration, as she stood straight in front of the painting, patiently scanning it with her alert eyes, captivated the crowd as much as Mona Lisa herself did. To such an extent that some tourists ended up discreetly photographing the little girl from behind, in line with the masterpiece, and thus merging into it. The attendants wondered how a kid could study this painting so carefully, which, usually, visitors took a quick look at, before hastily heading for the exit.

			Mona might have found it less hard immersing herself in Leonardo’s painting than in Botticelli’s fresco the previous week, but again she gave up after about twelve minutes. Tired, she rejoined her grandfather, who had hung back a little.

			“So, Mona, what did you see?”

			“You told me once that Leonardo da Vinci invented the parachute. But his sky is totally empty!”

			“If it took you more than ten minutes to spot that, I’m not impressed!”

			“It’s just that I was also looking for some hidden flying machines, because you told me that he’d dreamed some up.”

			“Yes, that’s true. Leonardo was an engineer as much as an artist. He made money by offering his services to princes to improve the management of small and large rivers, develop the land, strengthen the defense of cities against enemies, and more. He was so curious and intelligent that he studied the human body very closely, and dissected corpses to understand how it all worked.”

			“He must have read a lot of books.”

			“You know, back in the 1500s, when Leonardo was alive, books were rare. Printing had only just been invented. He owned around two hundred volumes in his library, and that was already massive. But he, a very solitary man, would write prolifically: thousands and thousands of pages, on all possible subjects. He eventually wrote much more than he painted. We know no more than a dozen paintings done by his hand. And even then, we can’t be certain they’re all authentic.”

			“And why do we see this one all over the place, Dadé? I even remember that Mamie had a big breakfast cup with the picture on it. Personally, I wished she’d left that cup in the cupboard.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Because breakfast should be cheerful. And that painting, it’s . . . it’s a bit sad.”

			“Oh, really? What’s so sad about it?”

			“It’s the background . . . It’s dark and very empty.”

			“Indeed. But just a moment. As I told you, it’s an old painting. The colors of the landscape at the back, with their slight haziness, have turned brown like an old newspaper. Quite simply because the varnish that’s supposed to protect the surface of the paint ages over time; it gets dirty and starts to look a bit gloomy. But you can be sure that, originally, this surrounding nature, with its mountains, winding roads, that big lake and huge sky, was an almost electric blue.”

			“Electric? What are you on about, Dadé? They used candles at that time!”

			“Thanks for the information, Mona . . . You know, that didn’t stop artists from seeking sources of energy. Electricity is a form of energy: it enables the production of warmth, light, and movement. Well, bear in mind that Leonardo likewise sought energy in his painting. To produce a strong effect on you.”

			“On me? Well, that’s funny, because we’re supposed to keep still in front of the painting!”

			Henry started to laugh. And his laughter made her laugh, in turn. And right then he would have liked to tell her about the philosopher Alain, and what he wrote in his Propos sur le bonheur (“Remarks on Happiness”). He stated that those who strive to be happy deserve a medal, a civic medal, because their personal resolution to put on a cheery, content face, sometimes demanding quite an effort of willpower, radiates onto others. Just the way a burst of laughter can produce a chain reaction. The search for happiness, according to Alain, isn’t about personal development and a small individualistic quest: it’s a political virtue. “Being happy is a duty to others,” he would say. All that was doubtless too complicated for Mona, but Leonardo’s Mona Lisa also conveyed this essential lesson in its own way.

			

			“Look, all this landscape that you find gloomy is in fact full of movement, animated by the energy of life, a kind of original heartbeat. However, you’re quite right, it’s disturbing because nothing in it is really organized. Oh, sure, there’s that bridge on the right, but not a tree, not an animal, not a human being. This backdrop, with its slightly hazy atmosphere and dominated by a great gray-blue sky, proves both grandiose and desolate. Leonardo would add, very patiently, over many years, the finest of glazes, like layers of transparent paint, to give the painting more density and depth. He would apply them, one on top of the other, and indeed, it was such a lengthy process that he never finished his paintings. These layers also had the effect of conjuring a slight sense of vibration, overall. It’s what’s known as sfumato in Italian, which both dilutes things and binds them together, all at once.”

			“Yes, but why is she actually smiling like that? It still seems pretty weird to me!”

			“She smiles with the tiniest of smiles. Behind her, the vast landscape seems like the universe in the process of being developed, subject to the chaos of the energies coursing through it—a chaos that’s both fascinating and worrying. But she smiles with a delightful precision, without arrogance or condescension. It’s an infinitely serene smile, friendly, and she invites you to do likewise.”

			“Come on, Dadé, we’re going to smile at her?!”

			“I can see that you’ve understood . . . Leonardo da Vinci said of painting that it prompts a mirror emotion: the image of a man yawning makes the viewer yawn; the image of an aggressive man makes the viewer aggressive. And the image of a woman smiling, with such a disarming smile, is an invitation to smile, too. That’s the energy his painting seeks to draw out: opening up to life, smiling at life, even in the face of what we can barely see, of what’s still obscure and formless, of a deserted and confused world, because that’s the best way of instilling a happy order into it, and the best way for that happiness to be not only that of a woman of the Renaissance in front of a loggia, but that of all of humanity.”

			And so Mona wanted to draw the corners of her mouth upwards. But the silence that followed her grandfather’s explanation, the generosity he’d shown in conveying it to her, and then—she had to admit—the overall beauty of what his deep voice was sharing with her made her heart contract. Her emotion caused a fine mist of tears to spring from her eyes, dimming, all at once, the lights of the Louvre.
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RAPHAEL
Cultivate detachment



			It was late, but Mona couldn’t get to sleep. A commotion, fitful and chaotic, coming from the kitchen was keeping her awake. A few seconds later, a bang, and then she heard her mother’s harsh voice through the walls.

			“For god’s sake, Paul, this is getting impossible.”

			Mona slipped out of bed and peered through the narrow gap of the slightly open door. Camille had just found her husband slumped over the tablecloth, glass in right hand, with papers covered in columns and numbers strewn around his head, as if blown there by a gust of wind. She’d been alerted by the noise, that of a bottle heavily hitting the floor after rolling across the table. At least at his store Paul could stack his empties on his rusty steel hedgehog-rack without them falling or shattering.

			And Camille was angry with him. Instead of asking for her help, he’d tried to forget by getting drunk. It wasn’t the anxiety of bankruptcy, or the threats from his creditors, or even a battle with the bailiffs that regularly pushed Paul to escape through alcohol. All that really haunted him was the thought that, by losing his store, where Mona had played so much, dreamed so much, he’d lose what little respect he thought he inspired in his daughter. If Camille was a go-getter, and Henry Vuillemin a great man, he, Paul, so proud of being Mona’s father, didn’t even reach their ankles, he was sure. What would happen when he’d have to leave his store, strangled by debt, and would no longer even have this theater of dreams to offer by way of illusion?

			Camille gathered up the scattered papers. When Mona, hiding in the dark, holding her breath, saw that her mother was about to drag her father to his bed, she quickly tiptoed back to her own.

			In the morning, the little girl was already on her second hot chocolate when her father joined her. She saw how drawn he looked and sensed, behind the kiss he planted on her forehead, a barely concealed anxiety. She then asked her father how he was. And that took his breath away. Because there’s something strange, even shocking, about a child asking an adult: “How are you?” It’s a thoughtfulness that only comes with age, once the basic visceral egoism of earliest youth has faded away. And what’s more, Mona, far from soaking up his gloomy mood, was smiling continuously while looking at him. And so his drawn features, his hangover, his doubts and difficulties all faded away before the joyful little face of his daughter, gently expressing infinite kindness. With the result that, after a few minutes without talking, he finally asked her, in turn, the question he should have asked first, off his own bat: “And tell me, my darling, how are you?” 

			“Really well, Daddy! It’s Wednesday!”

			 

			 

			Henry noticed, as he led Mona through the museum for the third time, that she had looked more often at the sculptures and paintings that punctuated their progress. And even, several times, he’d sensed her pace slow, her hand loosen its grip on his, as if her curiosity had been drawn to something. This pleased him; it meant that she felt stimulated, rather than overcome with weariness. But he must stick to the original agreement: one work a week, allowing no rival work to steal the show.

			It wasn’t easy since the museum’s Grande Galerie, which originally served as a link between the Louvre palace and the Tuileries, had become the most enormous exhibition hall on the planet. But apart from its height of 1m 20cm, there was nothing spectacular about that day’s painting. On the contrary, it shone thanks to a discreet temperance, a kind of restrained balance.

			 

			In a rural setting, in the middle of a patch of grass and a few yellowing flowers, a woman was sitting on a large rock that could only just be seen. She occupied the center of the painting majestically, dressed in a low-necked, bright-red dress trimmed in black. Only one sleeve, on the left, was uncovered and it had a yellow, satin-like sheen that echoed her hair, tied back in a chignon. The other sleeve was covered, as were the woman’s legs, by a voluminous blue cloak. With her face in three-quarter view, she was exchanging a look, to her right, with a small, standing child, blond and naked, who was leaning against her. He was about three years old and, having slipped his left hand into that of the young woman, seemed to want to get hold of the book she kept propped on her lap, of which only the gilded edge could be seen. Crouching just below the book, another small child, of a similar age but clad in a makeshift tunic, was carrying a cross as tall as him, made of two thin strips of wood, on his shoulder. He was in profile and was watching, intently, the little boy in front of him. All three figures had golden halos. Behind them, in the background, to the left, stood some very slender trees, and to the right, a village, with its proud spire. And even further back, there was a lake edged with small green and gray mountains, under a celestial sky chased with clouds and rendered in fading shades of blue, dark at the top of the painting and light, almost white on the horizon, which was on the same level as the chest of the young woman. The perspective of the whole picture was perfect.

			 

			Mona had more elements, more details to grasp than in her two previous viewings. But, curiously, she managed less well, and her attention flagged after just a few minutes. Five, no more, which had already seemed pretty long to her.

			We really don’t have the eyes anymore to look at Raphael, Henry mused, without reproaching his granddaughter for not managing to keep focused for any longer. A time so obsessed with what are stupidly called “break-ups” is bound to struggle before the artist of perfect harmony, infallible balance, and sound proportions. But the old man shook off his sudden annoyed intolerance so that he could discuss the painting.

			“You didn’t like it, Mona?”

			“I did, I did, but . . . it’s less amusing than the Mona Lisa, I find.”

			“The Mona Lisa didn’t amuse you right away last week, remember!”

			“Yes, but . . . Oh, you know what I mean, Dadé.”

			“I think I do, but say it anyhow!”

			“Well, in the Mona Lisa, something’s going on; here it’s all frozen. It’s like during math class, with the teacher, when I’m just waiting for Diego to say something silly.”

			“And here, the silly thing doesn’t come, is that it?”

			“You can always say something silly yourself, Dadé!”

			“No, Mona, it’s not the time yet. And in addition, what you yourself have just told me, the expression of your boredom, isn’t silly at all, actually . . . Because the painter whose work is before you, who was Italian like Botticelli and Leonardo da Vinci, and was called Raphael, swore only by absolute perfection, and believed that there should never be the slightest deviation, the slightest surprise to disturb the balance of the composition, of the line, of the colors.”

			“How long did it take him to do all that?”

			“A long time. A very long time. But he wasn’t alone because, at that time, at the very start of the 16th century, everything had to be done by hand and that required a veritable little team. Around the master who was painting and drawing—and even then, he didn’t always paint everything, sometimes concentrating on the human figures and leaving landscapes, or details less noble than a face, to his assistants—there were helpers preparing the materials, grinding the pigments, applying the varnish. And since Raphael had become a big star very young, and the merchants and bankers of Florence adored him, he was able to build up a mighty powerful studio. At the time he was painting this work, Pope Julius II, in person, paid for his services, because he wanted to endow Rome and the Vatican with great artistic stature. Raphael, who was just twenty-three, rose to the occasion and worked like a maniac with ten, twenty, fifty collaborators! He would hire and train the best, considered them like brothers or sons. And then he would try out all possible formulas to obtain his pearly tones and reflective effects; he created vast frescoes, tapestries, had his paintings printed to multiply the images and circulate them. With him, the art of painting, which society at the time saw as a simple manual task, acquired the reputation of something superior. Raphael became a prince among princes. When he died, on his thirty-seventh birthday, brought down by a fever caused, legend has it, by his passionate love for a woman, he was immensely rich: sixteen thousand ducats, a fortune.

			“Daddy says that the richer you are, the less kind you are . . . And adds that he himself is very kind!” she said, laughing. 

			“There are always exceptions in life, Mona, otherwise it would get a bit boring! Raphael was a rich man but also an extremely good one, it seems. A few years after he died, someone very important, Giorgio Vasari, decided to write about all the Renaissance masters. He called his book Le Vite, ‘The Lives.’ We owe to him a good many of the stories I’ve told you about Botticelli and Leonardo, and many, too, about Raphael. Notably, Vasari says of him that he brought everyone together thanks to his charm, his kindness, his generosity: not only did humans love him and find reassurance and concord from contact with him, but animals, too, were drawn to him, like in the Orpheus myth!”

			“Orpheus? Have you already told me about him?”

			“Don’t worry, Mona, I’ll tell you about Orpheus another time. Now, look closely. With Botticelli and Leonardo, I showed you paintings that are categorized as profane, that’s to say their subject matter is not derived from the holy scriptures. Here, it’s different. Painting was most often religious during the Renaissance, and destined for the chapels of churches to spread the faith and enhance the Catholic message. Here, the three figures depicted are sacred ones. Do you recognize them?”

			“I’d say Mary and Jesus . . . But the one that looks like a little savage, he does look strange . . . ”

			“He looks like a little savage because he’s John the Baptist, a prophet who announced the coming of Christ and who preached in the desert of Judea. That’s why artists depict him in such simple garb. As you see, he’s holding a cross. Know why?”

			“Is it meant to be Jesus’s cross?”

			“Yes, it’s an allusion to the cross on which Jesus will be killed. On the left, there’s Jesus, still a child and trying to get hold of the book his mother has in her lap. It’s undoubtedly the Gospel, which announces to Christians both the ‘good news’—the Salvation of the world through Jesus’s sacrifice—and a terrible, appalling event: the agonizing death of Jesus before the eyes of a despairing and powerless Mary. That’s why she’s wearing red, the red of blood, combined with the blue of her cloak, the blue of the sky.”

			Mona frowned. She was struggling to understand this strange mix of the promise of violence (how could a mother watch her child being killed? It seemed horrible to her) and the gentleness of the scene. Henry could see her bafflement, and left her to ponder for a good while, since she was studying the painting carefully again.

			“But then, Dadé, if his mother already knows he’s going to die, why is she smiling?” she asked, with a kind of dismay.

			“They are just symbols, Mona, it’s not the truth. And if the Virgin really existed, we can be sure that she wasn’t smiling at the thought that her child, thirty years after these tender moments, would die nailed to a cross. The book announces his crucifixion, and little Jesus, by seeking to get hold of it, symbolically anticipates his destiny. But what Raphael is showing us is that, when facing destiny, one must cultivate detachment.”

			“Detachment? What’s that? The opposite of being attached? So, it’s the opposite of loving, then?”

			“No, Mona, not exactly. It’s more a quality that consists of not being the slave of one’s emotions, and of knowing to keep them at a respectable distance. You see, for all that Raphael was a prince among princes, he maintained such a detachment towards his fame by remaining modest, friendly, likeable. His paintings demanded extremely exacting work, and yet their beauty gives the impression of an insolent simplicity. Likewise, facing the most fearsome destiny, the death of a child on a cross, in which glory and terror are inextricable, exemplifies what the Italians then called sprezzatura. This defined the courtiers’ detached approach, which consisted of never showing, in society, that you were affected, under any circumstances, whether good or bad. This detachment, Mona, doesn’t mean you don’t feel anything. But it allows for appropriateness, temperance, and elegance to be maintained. It allows for the preservation of what some call grace.”

			Mona felt rather confused because the explanation seemed unclear on quite a few points. And yet the lesson was learnt. There were bits she had grasped thanks to her grandfather’s kindly energy and determination to talk to her like an adult. At first Mona hadn’t liked the painting, and now she savored it. She didn’t grab Dadé’s hand to leave the museum at once. She continued to gaze at this holy family, and particularly this mother, this belle jardinière—“beautiful gardener”—as she was known, so wonderfully calm and luminous on her patch of flowers, so attentive when obscure cataclysms loomed. And then Mona admitted, chuckling at her own little joke:

			“It’s hard to detach oneself from it.”
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			At every new appointment with Dr. Van Orst, it was the same scenario. Mona would go into the office with her mother, talk with the pediatrician, undergo a few tests. It all lasted around twenty minutes, no more. With his loud, hoarse voice, the doctor often managed to amuse her, and she didn’t notice she was the only one smiling at these wisecracks. Camille, sitting close to the desk, would observe her daughter, her face drawn with intense concern. The child would then leave and wait in a gloomy corridor, while her mother remained with the doctor. The waiting was unpleasant because the corridor was very echoey and the noise thrummed in her head. To feel better, she would grip the pendant around her neck and sing to herself.

			On that particular day, Mona noticed something odd about her mother’s expression. Surprisingly, she said nothing to her, not a word. Outside, Camille merely bought her a pain au chocolat (limp and dry, by the way) from one of the tacky cafés on Rue d’Arcole, wedged between two ghastly souvenir stores. The mobile phone rang and Camille groaned as she looked at the screen. She hesitated, then finally took the call.

			“Yes,” she said, “of course, I’ll be there. Okay, okay . . . ”

			She immediately dialed another number.

			

			“Yes, it’s Camille. Right, listen, I’m really sorry but I won’t be able to help you tomorrow afternoon . . . I’m so sorry, but my boss has asked me to come in. Promise, I’ll come Friday morning . . . I know it’ll be too late, but . . . Listen, I’m really sorry, things are very tricky at the moment . . . Yes, much love.”

			Mona saw her mother’s crumpled face, the bags under her eyes, the lines at the corners of her mouth, and found her short hair even messier than usual. She then realized that she’d been preoccupied since the start of the day because she wanted to dedicate more time to her various volunteering activities and couldn’t because of the increasing demands of the guy she called her “boss.” Mona also realized that tomorrow, while her mother went off to work, she herself would be at the Louvre with her grandfather.

			On the esplanade in front of the Hôtel de Ville, a skating rink had been set up and Mona felt like going to watch the people gliding around. Camille automatically took her to it, but then abruptly stopped her.

			“Wait, my darling.”

			She crouched down and, with her blue-mittened hands, turned Mona’s face towards her. Mona expected her mother to kiss her, and smiled. But she didn’t kiss her. She looked into her eyes. Or rather: she looked at her eyes. There was no exchange, no connection between their eyes. Camille’s hovered almost imperceptibly around her daughter’s, as if she were looking for something . . . 

			Mona felt a kind of wave of fear in her stomach but, seeing her mother’s fear, and reckoning she’d gain nothing from increasing it by expressing her own, she kept it to herself.

			“How beautiful you are!” Camille suddenly told her.

			The compliment, banal as it was, did Mona a world of good, given the circumstances, and, this time, she struggled to hide her pleasure.

			 

			 

			Henry had always been crazy about Venice, and knew its history and all its astonishing maze-like twists and turns. At a time when crowds hadn’t yet devastated the Doges’ city, he had relished some dazzling summers there with the woman of his life. Indeed, rather than wandering around the Rialto and St. Mark’s Square, they preferred the less popular Arsenal neighborhood, where you still encountered born-and-bred Venetian workers. When gazing at The Pastoral Concert, attributed to Titian, just as at any other masterpiece by one of La Serenissima’s artists, Henry would feel a persistent voice rising inside him, a desire to tell all about this extraordinary place, and especially the crucial time in the 16th century when its power was faltering. Venice had been one of the foremost centers of Europe, of diplomacy, of art, before descending into decadence at the end of the 18th century, and being reduced, today, to re-enacting its carnival for the tourists that came spewing out of the vaporetti.

			 

			At its center, The Pastoral Concert had two male figures, of about twenty years old, seated on a patch of bright-green grass and each looking at what the other was doing. The boy on the left had dark hair, topped with a velvet beret, and wore a luxurious red-silk short cape with puffed sleeves and two-toned hose. He was playing the lute. The one on the right, with his mop of curls and bare feet, was in a style of brown leather jacket typically worn in the countryside. In their company, slightly more in the foreground and seen from behind, sat a naked young woman, on the plump side, with her hair in a low chignon. She was holding a flute, vertically, but not up to her lips. To the left of the painting, another naked woman, looking quite similar but standing and facing the spectator, was leaning on the edge of the well that framed the composition, and was pouring water into it from a clear glass jug. Her upper body and her legs were twisting in opposite directions. These four figures were in the foreground, with five layers of background extending far behind them. To the extreme right, a shepherd was leading a flock of sheep around an oak copse. Further back, the landscape rose up into a hill, on the crest of which were a few houses. Even further back, you could make out a river intersected by a waterfall. The undulating land continued until it met a fairly cloudy sky, lit by the fading sunlight of a late afternoon in summer. 
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