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    To old friends.

      

    


Toward the end of the 1960s, whole new neighbourhoods were being created in Jeff's home town. These were springing up from the farmland that had circled the fast-growing city; the former outskirts were being absorbed into a glowing new future. There were bigger newly-built two-story houses that were rushing toward completion in areas with new streets and fanciful street names like Amiens Close, and these offered an emerging middle class with the chance to own something pristine and impressive. Despite his parent's enthusiasm, Jeff had come into this new neighbourhood somewhat against his will. Somehow nobody had bothered to tell him they were moving. Or he hadn't paid attention, more likely. What stuck in his mind was the image of his old neighbourhood friends coming up to the car to say goodbye. They asked why he was leaving, and he had no answer for them. It seemed sad. Much later, he would figure out that it had been about status, and his parents' drive to increase theirs, or more specifically, others' perceptions of it.

Jeff had quickly done the important work of locating the nearby candy store so he could keep his habit of root beer, fritos and freezies happening, financed as always with the coins that would lie around his father's keys after work. He wouldn't take all of them, but a quarter, dime or a nickel once every so often went unnoticed. Though the new house was a lot bigger, it still seemed unfinished. There was a part his dad called “the unfinished area” and that stuck. Years later it would still be called the same. Behind closed doors of course. Not for public consumption. Secrets. Like his father's drinking, and his parents escalating fights that seemed to come with their dream house. The new house was obviously a step up to his parents, but Jeff missed the old neighbourhood, his friends and the old house, which had seemed perfect to him. The previous owner of the old place had left a swing set, a sandbox shaped like a rowboat, and a picnic table. There had been a cherry tree that his mom had said was his, and Jeff would sit under it for hours waiting for cherries to come. The picnic table had been where their cat had come into the family, being adopted after sitting in the snow outside for a week.

In the new place, at least, Jeff got his own room. One of the first things he did was take a hook and eye latch from his dad's things in the basement workshop and give himself the facility to lock the world out. Nobody seemed to notice or care. He reckoned his mother would understand. Either way, it was never commented on, and Jeff relished the safety of having his own space. As things heated up in the evenings and the shouting and crashing started, Jeff could feel a bit more more secure. Nobody was ever to know about stuff in the family, so there was nobody to talk to, and nobody to get support or encouragement from.

As a new arrival on the street, Jeff wasn't sure how to play the new neighbourhood in the first few days. He went for something middling, the kid with a ball and glove, and went outside to throw a tennis ball against the big garage door. The repetitive sound would drive his father mad, and though he was fun to bug, it always came back to bite Jeff, so he would wait until his dad had gone to work. Toss-bounce-trap, the ball would fly back off the door, and Jeff would field it, hoping to be a shortstop someday.

One day, Jeff spotted an intriguing looking kid around his own age coming from the house across the street. The kid had a bunch of strange things with him, like a science experiment, and Jeff wandered across the lawn to intercept him. Jeff said hi, and asked what he was up to. Out of the kid came the weirdest sounding voice, like a French space alien, saying “I am going to inject water in a plant.” “Why?” asked Jeff. “I wish to see what will happen” said the kid. They exchanged names, the other kid's being Pierre. About an hour later, Pierre came up the street, on the return journey from his experiment. Jeff was still out tossing the ball, and he went over to Pierre and asked him what had happened. Pierre looked a little ashamed and said “Well, you see, I had the syringe, but I forgot the needle.” He said the word “the” like “zee” kind of like a French cartoon character. Years later, Jeff's mom would tell him that the moment she had seen the two of them together in the street she knew they were going to be the best of friends.

And so it was. Pierre was Jeff's first friend in the new neighbourhood. Pierre also was, in a way, Jeff's first friend in the new social stratum his parents had entered. They shared an interest in all things science, which allowed Jeff to put away his ball and glove and geek out with Pierre about everything from deep space to chemistry to cold war espionage. Pierre, to Jeff's amazement, actually had his own laboratory in his basement. As in a real laboratory with a stainless steel table. Pierre's dad was a heart surgeon and his mother did something in politics, and Jeff guessed that this kind of parent provided their kids with the best of everything, at least everything material.

Jeff started spending all his time over at Pierre's, sequestered deep in the laboratory, with all of Pierre's toys and equipment around. Jeff had never had a friend who kept dead animals in a freezer before. Pierre would find road kill animals with a plan to revive them somehow, but he had never got around to it yet. He was always short some electrical part or something, which his dad would order for him when he had time. Pierre would write to companies that sold science equipment and get their catalogues mailed to him. This was amazing to Jeff. It was as if Pierre had a bottomless budget for anything that could be seen as educational. His dad would also bring him home used heart pacemakers, and Jeff could watch one powering an electrical meter. “My dad probably yanked it out of a cadaver” Pierre would say. Jeff had entered a new world.

Parents in the new neighbourhood were not very attentive, despite spending money on their kids, buying stuff and experiences. Beyond that, they were just too busy. It was very different from Jeff's old neighbourhood, where everybody knew everybody and if you were somewhere you shouldn't be, your parents would hear about it. In Jeff's new reality, kids ran feral, like raccoons, coming and going when they pleased, pockets full of money and flashing the latest toys, magazine subscriptions, and more. Behind the impressive doors of the houses, Jeff was learning that almost every family was hiding something, some kind of dysfunction. At their most benign, these dysfunctions related to busyness more than anything, followed by the tiredness that came with it. Add in coping strategies like booze and pills, and the kids were in a paradise of neglect that let them run unleashed.

One day Jeff's mom said “Apparently they say Pierre is a genius. I guess you're lucky to be his friend.” More like he has a better PR team and more resources, thought Jeff, who felt himself at least equal to his friend, if a little less of a mad scientist type. After all, which one of them had his own laboratory stocked with gear and a budget like NASA? Nonetheless, Jeff let the remark pass, since it was fun to be friends with Pierre, even best friends by that point.

The two buddies became a unit, even at one point getting matching full-body anti-G suits at the local army surplus store (afforded by Pierre, no doubt funded as a science project). Pierre also ordered the two of them matching air horns and ski masks. Also a science experiment, Jeff assumed, and stopped asking. However Pierre did it, he was amazing at getting fun stuff and coming up with wacky ideas for them to do. Like the time with the orange cat. A new male orange tabby had come into the neighbourhood, not neutered, with his nut sack worn high and prominent under his tail. The cat sprayed everywhere, and glared at Jeff and Pierre whenever he saw them.

For some reason Pierre seemed to take the cat's perceived arrogance very personally, and he began to plot a way to humble the beast. He started drawing plans for a trap they could set to capture the cat. To what end, Jeff wasn't sure, since he liked cats, though he could appreciate Pierre's desire to take this cat down a peg or two. Jeff watched as
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