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            Stowaways

         

         Carol’s email arrived late on a hot July evening while Julian was watching a crime series with Dennis, his husband. The two had just finished dinner and were sitting on the sofa with the air conditioner whirring at full blast. A typical midweek summer evening in Manhattan, when nothing, not cold showers, not cold drinks, not a desultory, long stroll through the chilly aisles of an all-night drugstore, could undo the heat’s hold on the city. July weather. The will sags, sloth sets in, the mind nods and nothing gets done.

         That’s how Julian felt when he saw the email flash on his phone that evening. He didn’t want to give it a thought. He had never met or heard of her, and out of sheer indifference after a morning spent arguing in court, he would 2have immediately deleted it had it not been for its subject line: From Paul Axel. An email from a dead man? he wondered. Then, realizing that it came from a third party, he decided to keep it, figuring it would announce either a memorial service for Paul or some charity sponsored by the man’s family.

         Following the end of the evening’s episode they’d been streaming, he remembered to look at the email while Dennis was stowing dishes in the dishwasher. Her email was very short and informed him that she had a message from Paul Axel but would prefer to relay it in person. She was leaving with her husband for a two-week vacation in Sicily, so she would appreciate if he’d manage to find a brief moment to meet her kind of soonish. Kind of soonish, which she’d italicized, preceded by the snub-nosed appreciate, not italicized, was clearly her way of saying ASAP. Raspy, bossy, a touch too curt and, ultimately, presumptive. But never mind, 3he thought. He seldom emailed anyone past ten at night.

         At six the next morning, before even reading the online headlines of the Guardian and the FT, he replied with a gracious Of course. She immediately shot back with two words: When, where? 

         He waited a while before replying, then suggested Friday at ten in the morning outside the Bryant Park Grill. If it got too hot, perhaps they could sit and have coffee at the Grill itself. Let’s meet inside the Grill. Much quieter, she replied. He agreed. Friday, he explained, was usually a light day for him. He couldn’t remember if the Grill was open at ten, but the plan she proposed was to meet by the Grill and then decide.

         Lawyers at his firm dressed down on Fridays; some didn’t even come to the office. He was a litigator, he explained, and had a difficult case the next week and needed to gather 4some papers at the office, make a few phone calls and then rush to Penn Station to head to the beach for the long weekend. When are you coming back? she asked, totally ignoring his chatty details about work or his race to the house on the beach. Tuesday, he replied. By then, she’d have left for Sicily, she wrote. Grill works, was her message back. It was so very to the point that it almost felt like a harmless pinprick that left you wondering why it hurt. P.S., she wrote back, your name came up many times in his journals, but more when I see you. Julian had no idea what all this was about.

         
            *

         

         Carol was curious to meet Julian. She had drawn what she thought was a fairly good picture of him from Paul’s journals that she and Anna Livia, Paul’s daughter, had recently deposited at the New York Public Library. Months earlier, she had asked Anna Livia for 5permission to read the journals. Permission was granted right way, since Anna Livia had known her from her earliest childhood and was fully aware of her friendship with her father. They had had the handwritten pages scanned ever so neatly onto a flash drive; the rest, from the mid-eighties on, he’d written using his various computers. They had three copies made of both the handwritten journals and those on computer and transferred them onto three flash drives: one for Anna Livia and another for Carol. They’d offered to make a copy for Connie, Paul’s wife, but she wanted nothing to do with it. Connie had loved him from the very start, loved him enough to turn thoroughly hostile when she saw he’d grown indifferent to her.

         As Carol and Anna Livia headed to the library to hand over both the physical hard copies and the drive, Anna Livia said that these would be made available with her written 6permission. It surprised her to know that people might want to read them, but Paul did have lots of friends and many might want to leaf through his pages.

         ‘What will you do with your copy?’ Anna Livia had asked. ‘Read them occasionally,’ Carol replied. But she knew that she wanted to read and reread what Paul had written about her during their first years in college when she’d asked him point-blank to kiss her as she rested against a cold, ugly wall. A year later they met at a party on Charles Street, made love, broke up, and never slept together again. But the best was when they’d go together to their college library every night, first to translate Animal Farm into ancient Greek and then to read Dante together. At first, they’d go to a bar close to the library, until going to the bar became an established ritual that both liked to pretend wasn’t quite set down and was somehow always improvised at the last minute, 7which is why they laughed whenever either feigned to forget about the bar before heading back to their respective dorms. They read each other’s minds. They liked thinking alike. That was so very long ago, she thought. Anna Livia was almost thirty now. It struck Carol as ironic that Anna Livia was now ten years older than Carol had been in their college years.

         An entire life in one tiny flash drive, the daughter had said while she and Carol were leaving the library after meeting the curator.

         ‘I didn’t understand who my father was until I read his pages,’ she said. ‘I know him better now but I loved him more before.’

         Maybe we love people because they won’t let us know them, Carol had wanted to say but kept quiet. It was the kind of thing Paul would have said. After knowing him all these years, and especially after reading his journals, you couldn’t help but mine the man’s love for paradox and what could never be proven. 8Sometimes the things he said hovered like a tentative compromise between unkempt wisdom and polished nonsense. He loved these hypothetical insights built on air: We love those we cannot know. It’s our first and last move. Intimacy, he used to say, is best with strangers. We’re seldom who we are with those we know. 

         During the months she read Paul’s journal, Carol spent more time in his head than she’d done throughout their long relationship. With his thoughts totally open to her, she had lived with him, understood him better and grown to love the man despite his cunning, snarky quips about her behaviour that left her feeling angry and exposed. She never thought that someone as heedless as Paul could cut through what she believed were her inviolate shields. How easily he’d unmasked her jittery, sham excuses for always arriving late when it was clear they couldn’t wait to be together. And how feckless her diversions had been whenever he started 9to recall their night together after they’d met at the party on Charles Street following their graduation. When he did try to share his memory of that night, she’d reminded him that it might as well never have happened. But these moments surfaced in his journal countless times, both while they were occurring and as he kept remembering them years later, as if nosing for bones he’d inadvertently buried there and was trying to recover with the unyielding hope of an ageing detective still searching for a DNA match long after his suspect had been imprisoned, found guilty and executed. She preferred to let on she couldn’t recall the when or where of whatever they’d said and done. All of it belonged to what she’d once called erstwhile and elsewhere stuff. Except when she had a touch to drink or needed to pretend she’d had more to drink than she was used to. She’d be with her husband and he with Connie and because it felt safer in their 10company, that look would pass between them, then he knew, because she wanted him to know, that their erstwhile and elsewhere hadn’t petered away but, like an item on consignment, was easy to revisit, never redeemed. It was, in the words he’d often used in his journal, in permanent abeyance – i.e., not happening, never to happen. In his pages, though, their first kiss had permanently altered his life or, as he wrote, ground his life to a halt. The rest of life was just treading water. At twenty-two on that November night, I stopped growing, he’d written. The years piled on, but time had stopped. 

         Just let it go! she had once said to him. She was right. He’d even transcribed those very words. Just let it go! But he couldn’t let it go. What she’d really meant was I haven’t forgotten a thing, don’t you ever forget either, but never bring it up. Silence and a mere glance was how they brought it up when they couldn’t help themselves. Silence was good enough, silence 11said everything, silence had come before life and would endure long after they put the lid over their bodies. We never asked for life, we didn’t ask to be born. Whoever needed love when the price was so high? he’d once said.

         Now, after spending so much time with his pages, she could claim to know him better than anyone else. If he were alive today, she’d want him dead
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