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    To old friends, great cities, warm memories.

      

    


It had been like a revelation, a message. All four of them received it around the same time. It may have been in a dream, or a random moment of awareness, maybe glanced off a piece of graffiti and made whole in their mind. The message was: “Don't worry. I am not gone. It will be alright.” They each took it differently at first.

Jeff had immediately thought of Pierre, his childhood friend. The genius. He had never forgotten their friendship, and had never really gotten over the idea that Pierre was dead. Pierre's homelessness he had heard about, but then had come the story that he had died. Jeff had tried to cauterize that news and the pain that came with it. The two of them would never go to the moon and harvest the old Hasselblad cameras that were there, abandoned. It had made him sorrowful to think about it, and he had tried to shove the feelings down decades ago, trying to get on with his life.

Marie had first thought about her mother, who had died of cancer at fifty when Marie was heading off to business school. The message made her smile. A few days later, Marie received word that her longtime friend Didier had died. She called Dave the next time the time zones matched up to let him know about Didier. Dave had known both Marie and Didier from MBA school in Canada and on his Paris exchange program later in France. Marie used to wonder if she and Dave could have been a thing at one point. But then she had also wondered if Didier and Dave could have been a thing at one point too. Then Aisling had turned up in Paris and this was all clarified for some time.

Dave had thought of his parents first, who had died when he was forty, one after the other. United in strife till the end. He had tried to coax forward some nice thing his father might have said, and give him a little air time. Maybe it had been his father reaching out. Maybe not. When he received Marie's news about Didier, he switched over to another version: Didier was reaching out to comfort them. Dave called Aisling to let her know about Didier. Then he called Jeff, who he knew might take the news hard, even though he wasn't as connected to Didier as the rest of them.

Aisling had first thought about her uncle Den, the one with the cool ears she had always been fascinated by. He had been gone a long time, but it would have been very much in his character to send a message, with a wink and a healthy ladle full of the rum sauce from Christmas dinners he had been fond of. A few days later when Dave called, she had to think about Didier and place him, but then it came rushing back to her. Paris. She also realized that Dave still annoyed her.

When Jeff heard from Dave about Didier, he was saddened. He hadn't been as close to Didier as Dave had been, but Didier had inspired him to pursue going to Paris on the exchange program, as had Dave. They had both been ahead of him in MBA school, but they had all grown closer over time. Jeff was, by self appointment, the team mourner and chief sentimentalist, and he thought that something should be done for Didier. He reached out to the others for a group video chat.

It was normal for all of them to have been in nominal contact, since Jeff was prone to getting sappy, and reaching out to everyone and asking “What happened to us?” Every five years or so at least, reckoned Aisling. She hadn't known Jeff all that well, and had been a bit annoyed by what seemed like his ongoing pestering about what had happened to so-and-so, and had so-and-so really died. Why had our dreams not come true. Stuff like that. Annoying stuff. Dreams are for dreamers, she thought. Reality had been decent to her, and she got tired of Jeff's attempts to drag everybody back into some past, like the fucking Cherry Orchard.

Jeff had always persisted with everyone, because he felt it mattered. He still missed Pierre, but he had also come to realize that he had always had some issues around attachment. Therapy and self-analysis had shown him that he had always wanted everything to stay the same, for friends to stay friends, and for people to get along and continue to be near each other and respectful of the pasts they had shared. He recalled to one therapist how he used to bring junk home as a child, like bits of plastic and stuff, because he was sad that he wouldn't see them again otherwise. Even his expensive therapist gave him a bit of side-eye on that one, and Jeff felt a little silly. Now Didier wouldn't be coming back either. Like Pierre.

On their group chat, Jeff asked everyone about a favourite memory of Didier, and it was good for the group to reconnect a little over these memories. Like the time Didier had stolen an ashtray from a cafe in Paris and presented it to Aisling, because she had liked it. Or the time Didier had met Jeff in Toronto at a presentation about the Paris MBA exchange program and after staying behind to talk with him, had given Jeff a hundred franc note and told him he was to use this to buy some champagne when he came to Paris. Dave had a lot of memories, like when Didier surprised him on his last day in Paris by essentially kidnapping him and taking him to La Coupole for supper. Marie was perhaps the saddest, because she and Didier had known each other from France before going on their own MBA exchanges to Canada, and they had been there for each other from the beginning.

As the chat went on, Dave broached the idea of their shared message. The thing from the beyond, that things would be alright. Most everyone seemed moved by this, though Aisling suggested it was not unlike the Amazing Kreskin asking an audience if anyone had a mother whose name begins with the letter K and someone gasping in the audience.

“What does that mean, Ash?” asked Dave. “Do you have to be the hard-ass all the time?”

Aisling said, “Think about it, Dave. Once the suggestion was made that we all had the same experience, don't you think we would tend to make our stories line up just a little?”

Marie laughed. This was a thing she had seen between Dave and Aisling before, before they were even officially an item and also afterwards. They brought out the worst in each other. Jeff stepped in to make peace, and said that he had had the message for real, and he believed in it, regardless of who it had been from. Aisling whispered “God bless us, everyone” under her breath and the matter came to a rest.  

After that skirmish, the four continued chatting, learning more from Marie about how Didier had died of a massive infection that had impacted his heart and surrounding organs. It had been quite sudden, less than three days from detection to his death in hospital. It had basically been an unlucky break. He had also been happy of late, Marie said, mostly retired from his financial practice and spending increasing amounts of time in his other place in northern France. He was newly single, having parted ways with his last boyfriend, though Marie thought it had been fairly amicable. Fairly lucrative for the boyfriend too, no doubt, thought Aisling, though she kept this to herself. Jeff asked whether the others had all known Didier was gay, since he had never himself had occasion to know or wonder. Marie said he had been quite circumspect about it when Jeff would have known him back in business school, a legacy of not being able to confide in his conservative family. Dave said he had figured it out more-or-less while he stayed with Didier in Paris, though it was just a sense. In later years, it was just assumed, and never spoken of except for the word boyfriend being used by Didier where girlfriend had previously been used as a conversational placeholder.

Marie said that Didier would have enjoyed this conversation with them all, and she wondered if they couldn't do something together in-person to remember him. Jeff jumped at this idea, and said they should absolutely get together. Dave was into it as well, and Aisling wasn't resistant. Marie said that she had the keys to Didier's place in Paris, since she had been his point person for letting in the various friends, strays and other associates that he always welcomed to come crash in Paris for a few days. He'd have loved for them to
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