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It had been a long week for Jeff, though not entirely unpleasant. His employer had, as expected, bought him out of his last few weeks of work when he had announced he was retiring, and the extra money came in handy for Jeff's train trip out West. Ottawa to Toronto, then Toronto to Vancouver, Prestige Class cabin for one. It was more money than he would have spent ordinarily, especially since he had just been to Paris for Didier's memorial. But this was no ordinary time. He was getting older, and his quest was now more important than anything else. He was looking for a friend.

He had been imagining this moment for a long time. He would roll into Vancouver. Roll being the operative word. And here he was. Rolling. The various delays in the train travel across the country  meant he was arriving at a good time of morning, and he was excited to see the downtown coming closer into the view. The very neighbourhood where he was heading.

Graffiti tags and street art were filling into his field of view as they had been in his mind. He had recently taken a street art course in Paris where he had been attending a memorial for Didier, an old friend from business school. He still had his acrylic marker from the class, and was ready to try and contribute. Something. Anything to continue bringing a part of himself back to life.

Many months before, he had been surfing through his streaming channels and had come across a documentary on Vancouver's alleys and street art, and while he had been watching he had suddenly caught a glimpse of a mark on an alley wall that, as far as he knew, would only make sense to him and his long lost friend Pierre. He had been operating on the premise that Pierre was likely dead. All indications had seemed to point to that.

But there had been the dreams. They came every so often, and they always shared a theme. It would be Pierre, and he would say he wasn't gone, just not around in the way he used to be. Shit like that. The kind of thing Pierre might have said in real life just to bug people. But the mark Jeff had seen on the wall in the documentary, like the clues he had seen in Paris, made him suspect that Pierre might still be out there.

As he had rolled across the country, Jeff had revelled in being bone lazy, rarely leaving his little cabin. He had told the personal attendant that came with the deluxe cabin that he really valued solitude more than service just then, and that he'd let him know if he needed anything beyond coffee and meals. He had just ended a lengthy career of doing relatively boring analytical work, and was content to watch out the window, sleep at will, and ponder the past.

When had he last seen Pierre? Maybe forty-five years ago. Jeff had been heading off to undergrad, and Pierre should have been also. But Pierre had been getting weirder and weirder, and had started flaming out in high school. At one point he had told Jeff he was trying to score grades of zero just to prove it was possible. That was kind of like Pierre. He hadn't seemed to have had any bounds on him. He was, as Jeff had been told, a genius, and seemed free to make up his own rules.

Jeff, on the other hand, had been cast in the role of amiable sidekick to the genius. It had been a bit grating, but Jeff liked Pierre, and had realized that the roles they had got themselves stuck in had been the work of the adults in their midst, not something the two of them had been doing to one another. The fact is that they both had been bright, they just chose different social expressions for it. Privately, though, they had had a blast. Wearing their full body flight suits, and getting up to all sorts of weird science projects, like when Pierre had tried to reanimate a dead gopher using the capacitor discharge from an eviscerated camera flash unit. It hadn't worked.

Had Jeff known more about mental illness back then, he might have sensed that Pierre was in some sort of decline. Back then, it seemed as if you either were or you weren't. Mentally ill, that is. Now Jeff could see that what was passing for genius eccentricity in Pierre was probably him becoming less and less well. Eventually, it seemed as though he was descending into delusions and paranoia. Jeff had long felt he should have known, maybe done something. But life and learning had been beckoning, and he had moved on. Or had he?

In thinking about his past, Jeff was feeling like something had switched off in himself after he lost touch with Pierre. He started dreaming less about things like rescuing the Hasselblad cameras that the Apollo astronauts had abandoned on the moon, and instead got more occupied with the daily here and now. Despite their bright promise, and everybody telling them they had bright futures, life had been boring, and it had made Jeff boring.

The last cool thing Jeff had done, in some ways, had been the exchange program to Paris, forty years ago, when he had done his MBA. The exchange program had been how he had met Didier, who recently died, and Dave, Aisling and Marie, who he had recently seen again in Paris at Didier's memorial. Life had been boring since then. Making and spending, avoiding getting too tied into his career, just getting by, making the most out of Ottawa. Somewhere along the way, though, he felt that he had become a husk, lifeless.

He had friends and occasional girlfriends, but there must have been something about him that had put people off over the long run. Maybe he projected the same lifelessness he felt inside, and people drifted away. When the dreams about Pierre started, he realized that he missed his old friend, and at the same time felt a real responsibility for having let him down. Like he should have intervened, said or done something. In crossing the country, he was willing to give it one more shot. If it came to nothing, he could at least see the street art.

He had been pondering these next moves in Paris recently, when he had decided to try and follow an instinct that Pierre might have spend time there. Pierre's dad had been a prominent surgeon in Ottawa, and there had been some story about him taking a post in Paris. Whatever was driving Jeff's instincts, the feeling was strong, and in an odd way, it was reinvigorating him. Certainly the Jeff of even a few years ago would never have taken a street art course, nor travelled across the country on a whim.

The train was pulling into the station, and Jeff started to get ready to disembark and meet his new temporary home. He'd been to Vancouver on conferences, but had mostly stayed near the event hotel. This time was to be completely different. He wanted to be where he suspected Pierre might have once been, in the alleys of the Downtown Eastside, where the street art was. There had to be some clues, just as there had been in Paris, and in the dreams Jeff had been having over the years.

Having thought he would be grateful to leave the sweet, bathroom soap smell of the train, Jeff found the air in Vancouver to not be quite what he had imagined. There was a fair amount of garbage around the train tracks, and the tents and smell of human excrement added a faint whiff to the sea air overtones. Still it was exciting. Having thanked his attendant and left a big tip, Jeff gathered his backpack and headed through the station. He was travelling light, hoping to start over to some degree, and only buy what he needed, maybe a bit like how Pierre might have lived. Both of them had been Jim Morrison fans when they were younger and had admired the idea of travelling with nothing but a credit card and the clothes on one's back.

Jeff headed to the front of the station and grabbed a Yellow Cab. The driver had him repeat the East part of the Pender Street address, as well as the number, just to be sure. Jeff was sure, and told him that was the correct address. Between Main and Gore, he added. The driver had just wanted to make sure Jeff was heading to the correct place, since he didn't drive many people there. The area had a reputation, but it also had a condo building where Jeff had rented a studio suite by way of a work connection in Ottawa. It was all good, and the work
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