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         This is a spellbinding web of stories about people on the periphery. Pagano makes rural France her subject matter, invoking the closeness of a local community and the links between the inhabitants’ lives, but then she reminds us how little we know of each other.
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            The Lake’s Favourite

         

         I went to the lake every summer when I was a little girl. I lived on an arc of beach bordered by wooden fences and a forest so thick that we didn’t make dens in the trees but dug them in the undergrowth instead. My uncle had built a house on this strip of shore, then a hut for tools and the pedalo, and some wonky terraces where the land sloped down to the rippling water. Near the reeds, right up close to their rustling song and their birds’ nests, he had marked out a meadow where we went in search of sunshine and games. Away from these games, he had coaxed a garden into life, and my aunt picked fresh carrots there as snacks for me, the cosseted little niece. One evening, for a surprise, my uncle set a ladder against the tallest tree and hung a swing from it, but I’d always hated swings – the speed frightened me. Of the chill, taciturn lake I had no fear. I usually felt the cold, but with the lake it was different: I used to swim across it and cycle around it, and felt at home there. Swollen by the weir, its dark mass came right up to the little room whose French windows framed my nights each summer. I slept in a narrow alcove that could be closed off from the rest of the house, with sliding panels between it and the living room. We would eat there when it was too cold for noisy, open-air meals, and it was also the place for board games, homework, drawing, topping and tailing beans, and writing postcards. We did lots of things in that corner of the house, because we could sit there all crammed in together, with the spectacle of the lake before us. My aunt used to claim that there wasn’t enough room in the bedrooms so I had to sleep in the alcove, and although she never said so, I know she was giving me the best holiday spot, the sofa in that recess, a nook looking almost directly on to the water.

         I was the lake’s favourite.

         I loved my life by the lake so much that it was worth going away for a while, if only for the pleasure of coming back. The little road that led away provided just the right amount of adventure, with its blue dragonflies by day and clouds of fireflies by night. Quickly tired of walking, drawn back to the shore by the lake’s magnetic force, I would return and curl up on my towel in the meadow, seeking the half-heat of siesta time and the distant company of my cousins, their cries muffled by the grasses that traced around me the shape of my body, still contained within its single-figure age. I heard them splashing mud all over their teenage suntans, discovering things in the reed beds noisy with insects and alive with water rats. They wanted me to look at these creatures. I called them by their proper name, voles, and was proud of my precocious vocabulary, but I didn’t want to touch them, no thanks. They threw me into the water to teach me a bit about life and humility. I preferred reading to playing at life and death, pretending to drown for a joke, and when they got too annoying I would drag the pedalo out to the edge of my little planet. I pedalled to the middle of the lake to read there, away from the others but not too far away. I always stayed nearby because it was there, close to the lapping of the water stirred up by their energy, close to the family teasing, that I grew up each summer.
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            The Jigsaw Puzzle

         

         Everyone came to see it, from down in the valleys even, they came great distances to see it. It featured in guidebooks. It was so beautiful, its lines so special, it was the star of the plateau, and that bothered us a bit, my wife and me. Particularly my wife. When we’d moved into this farm, she’d raised objections to the road. I’d taken her in my arms: it’s a local road, my darling, no one comes this way except on purpose, so they’d be coming to see us. And it’ll be very handy for the milk van, no need for U-turns. We’d not stopped to consider the old lime tree. One of those veterans you still find here and there, fewer and fewer but still one or two, guarding the roads and outside cemeteries, squares and churches. We’d no idea that ours was so famous and so prized. Through all the years we spent here, she and I, then she and I and our daughter, we were spectators at the show. We looked on as admirers looked at the tree; we watched photographers photographing it and, more rarely, painters painting and sculptors sculpting it. As soon as the roads opened up in the spring, all those people came from down in the valleys and the town. Sometimes we were able to sell them a few cheeses, but not that often. We wondered what they were all doing here and we giggled at their pronouncements when the door happened to be open.

         Only, my wife was upset that we were never left in peace, from the moment it was warm enough to be outside. She was sick of being disturbed while at work in her own garden, hanging out the washing, preparing the seed beds. The part of our garden on the far side of the road began there, at the lime tree. Our little girl wasn’t so bothered. She was born here; she’d spent her whole life in the shade of the tree. In the spring, she had only to climb on a chair and she’d see visitors outside the kitchen window. Sometimes she even settled in the sink, just under the window, and she swore she wasn’t cold there. She’d be turfed out when her smiling mother wanted to wash the lettuce. I used to joke that it was time for me to stop with the cheese-making and start charging for parking here instead.

         What fascinated our little girl was all the images. She watched people’s gazes, trying to work out which part of the tree interested them most, and was sometimes cheeky enough to ask for copies of their photos. She studied their different impressions of the tree, their angles, the light. She described all this to us in her childish words: here it’s near, here’s it far away, here it’s furry. She often used to mix up furry and blurry, so the tree was furry whenever there was a hint of mist or the photographer’s hand was shaky. When there were no visitors, she would sit by herself picturing every possible representation of the tree – paintings, sculptures and especially photos. She’d make her own little sketches of it from every angle and in every colour under the sun.

         We became friendly with one of the tree’s most diligent admirers. He would come each year when the snow melted and buy our cheese and a little of our time over a coffee. One spring he came back with a box wrapped in shiny paper for our daughter. It was a handcrafted jigsaw puzzle, created from one of his photos. There were hundreds of oddly shaped pieces, all cut out by hand. Our daughter completed the puzzle I don’t know how many times, especially during the winters, those winters that took so long to pass. She came to know it by heart, and sometimes she’d put it together robotically, practically with her eyes closed. We’d never really notice until the spring, and even then not every time, but during those long winters with the puzzle she was growing up. Soon it took her only two or three hours, and then just an hour, and then just a few minutes to fill in the lime tree’s image. I think she stopped doing it when the tree fell. It had been dead a good while already, doubtless since before we moved into the farm, but it stood firm. It stood firm until then, until my daughter was big enough to do the puzzle in just a few minutes. One daybreak, suddenly, it was no longer there in the window. We opened the door at milking time, my wife and I, in that remnant of night that is every winter morning, and found it horizontal, a black form couched in snow that still shone grey in the dawn light. It must have fallen in the night, somehow silently, without the usual breaking and tearing that shatters a forest’s silence more surely than chainsaws. We were just wondering how to tell our daughter, when she came down into the kitchen. She flew to the door with a joy that left us speechless. Her little hand fumbled at the handle; I had to help her turn it. For her, the fallen tree was no more dead than before, it was simply transformed into a tree house. It was no longer that scene above the sink which had so fascinated her, the scene from the puzzle that was now too easy; now it was a whole house to her, its enormous trunk simply awaiting all the new games our girl could devise. Amid that unexpected joy, things moved very quickly. We truly had no clue, my wife and I. We had no idea that we’d such a short time left together. We began by arguing about these new games in the tree trunk. My wife saw them as signs of unhappiness. She would say she’s hiding, she’s hiding because we’re arguing. I’d reply not at all, we’re arguing because you see distress in what is simply a game. She wanted our daughter to see a therapist, but I didn’t agree. Then we argued about how we should deal with the lime tree’s mourning admirers, then about everything under the sun: the price of the milk, the cheeses, the milking rota, the garden, TV programmes, the road. She’d been clear from the start, she’d never been happy to live somewhere so close to the road.

         She said she’d been obliged to fence off her garden, to enclose her vegetable plot, out here in the open country, because of the people who came by road to see the tree, she who hated fences and boundaries. I replied that boundaries are the beginnings of new things.

         In any case, the tree had come down – at last we would be left in peace. And indeed, we soon found ourselves alone. And then, just as quickly, we were entirely alone, not alone together but each alone, two people apart.

         We separated and in the new space between us we inserted altitude and long journeys.

         
             

         

         All of that is far away now, far in time though not in space, for I stayed, here beside the road, first with my little girl, then completely alone when she grew up, and she did grow up, even more, very fast, faster than it takes to finish a puzzle. She’s at uni in a town a long way away. The tree hasn’t shifted; it will lie sleeping for at least as long as it stood upright: almost four centuries, stubborn, just like us. The road regained its solitude, became like all our roads: nothing like the vast, grim motorways reaching out through the valleys; instead, with their gentle white curves marking our meadows from our moors, the little roads are like fine capillaries, running shyly and often empty. Here on the plateau I’m not the only one. Not the only one who’s alone. The plateau harbours so many solitudes you might think it bustling with life. The most alone among us must be the mad old Polish man for whom my daughter has such affection, the one with the hut next to the wind turbines. He’s from abroad but he seems to have been here for ever. As soon as one of the tourists up from the valleys opens the door of the shelter where he holds court, he starts spinning his far-fetched tales. A rootless guy, lost in his old age. I don’t really find his stories funny; the older he gets, the sadder, more sordid and deranged they become, and I don’t like to dwell on him or my neighbours, or on anyone up here, because in the end I feel even more washed up than they are.

         There’s nothing left in my kitchen apart from a handle on a door, the sink under the window and an old box dug out and left on the table. What fills the whole kitchen more effectively than these objects and furniture is the drifts of silence. They disperse a little when I move around, when I’m busy they get swept away, but as soon as I sit down and my thoughts turn to her, they take over the whole place again. The drifts assume the shapes of the objects and furniture – I think that’s how they come to resonate in the room. I went to turn off the boiler in the dairy to let the milk calm down a bit. I’ve plenty of time. I sit at my daughter’s place, in the chair she still takes when she comes for one of her rare visits, as if on shore leave. I open the box, I know there isn’t a single piece missing; I too know it by heart and yet I haven’t touched it since the tree fell. I run my fingers along the sides, the grooves of the image so carefully carved out. My land is furrowed as well: by the water, by the air. Living off the land is perhaps simply a question of deepening the channels and ridges, of hoeing, waiting and then ploughing in once more. I pick out the edge pieces first, always start with the edge pieces, and it’s then that I find a few hairs among the pieces, hairs lost among cardboard sections of branches, hairs the colour of her eighth or ninth year.
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            The Short Cut

         

         I look so much like her, it upsets them. They think they’re seeing her, seeing her returned, seeing her returning. They take me for a revenant. I’ve never returned, though; I haven’t seen my family since then. Since I can’t remember when. Actually I do know, since the death of our grandmother. They talk to me about that time when I was already another, or rather another was me, at that family wedding when a woman thought she was me, having been mistakenly invited by my cousin, the bride’s mother, the one I look like, looked so much like. As though it was just like me to take someone else’s place. But now my cousin is dead and they know it’s actually me here, me and not another, me looking so much like her. Not her. We were almost the same age, to within a few days. We were a kind of almost-twins. I’m me now, just me. I am neither my cousin nor that ill, washed-up impostor at her daughter’s wedding.

         It’s quite late and our shadows are long on the cemetery pathways. We walk with our backs to the sun and the shadows stretch before us, as though they were leading the procession. My cousin has preceded me to this place where shadows don’t need the sun. She wanted to be cremated but her children have refused. In any case, she has already burned. She killed herself in a car accident and the car caught fire. She went up in smoke before her funeral and we haven’t got much to bury. I think she decided to kill herself, I think it was on purpose. She never believed in life; despite her children and her husband, she was never alive. I knew her well before, before the husband and children, before she began to pretend. She lied herself a comfortable life, forgetting her girlhood fears, but they returned once the children were grown up, they came back, they’d always been there most likely. That’s what I think, but I don’t know; we’d lost touch. I think I know her better than anyone, even now she’s dead. Sometimes it’s as though I knew myself, because of the way the others look at me, because of those words: you’re so alike you could be her. We can’t know ourselves, only catch hold of words and images in other people’s minds to try to see more clearly inside ourselves.

         I’ve been around; I’ve lived it up, as we used to say. I’m one of the last hippies, the complete opposite of my cousin, but perhaps we were both trying to escape from the same life. The same fear of life, the same desire to live even so, but such an impossible desire, such an irresolute one. When we were teenagers she used to say she wanted to escape from this war that was our lives. I would answer that the only way to escape war was to make war. To live. I’d scarpered as soon as our grandmother died, straight from the cemetery, hitchhiking to the station. My cousin was the only one who knew about my plans, a few months before we turned eighteen. I think I threw myself into life the same way she threw her car against the crash barrier.

         The paramedics found the wreck in the thickets of broom that spread their yellow scent everywhere, the roadside broom. Forget-me-nots and broom, they’re not domestic flowers. Just like the forget-me-nots whose blue and pink petals we see even in the concrete high-rise outskirts of Paris, broom grows everywhere, on roadsides, even by motorways. Blue forget-me-nots were her favourite flowers. I had told her that they’re called ‘remember’ in German and ‘don’t forget me’ in English. I brought some to add to her grave. To give a bit of weight to the almost empty coffin. But my bouquet doesn’t weigh much and that’s how it should be. She said that she suffered from her own weight, or that’s what her children told me. She suffered from her weight even though she was skinny, and they didn’t understand that. I do. I understand. She suffered from the heaviness of a body that feels like lead when you don’t want to live any more. She died light and burned up, her body nothing more than blisters and blackened air.

         I’m afraid she will weigh heavily, though, in my memory, in the memories of her children and husband, and the people who will remember her. Did she think of that?

         I came back specially for the funeral. Her daughter found me through the internet. I took that road again in a hire car, in the opposite direction, from the station to the cemetery. I got a bit lost after so many years, so I asked a lady the way to the cemetery and she kindly showed me a short cut. It was easy to find and I arrived in plenty of time. Something wasn’t right, and it wasn’t that I was early; no, it was the route I’d taken, the short cut. I was lost. I wasn’t lost on the road but in my mind. It had gone too fast, this return with the short cut. The drive to the cemetery wasn’t a question of time, and I didn’t mind if I was late or early. This drive was a journey, with stages to be gone through in the city. The short cut avoided the city centre and its outskirts, and what we used to call the zone, the business and shopping centres, a sort of city beyond the city that frightened and fascinated us when we were children. The short cut was a country road that had brought me almost directly from the station to the cemetery. But I had stages to pass through: the city, the river at its edge, between the centre and the zone, the narrow iron bridge between the two where the city seemed to choke and where the traffic jams were all part of the journey, the zone itself, the industrial no-man’s-land, the in-between places. I needed them so I could pass from one world to the other. I needed markers, segments, crossings. I needed the bridge, to pass from one reality to another, from one vision of reality to the other, from hers to mine.
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