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            The mansion had always felt like a tenuous kind of dwelling, but we had come to love it, and had ended up spending decades there, the bulk of our lives. It was home. When we fought back against the tower development and won, the place got a sense of power for me. The addition of the cafe building, and finally, the little house on the end of the block to the community trust was, for me, a sea-change. We were suddenly in charge. ~ Alec Hubbard
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Chapter One
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A Whole Block

“It's a block, Topper, a whole block!”

Alec was channelling one of his favourite fictional book characters, a young man, who had been explaining to his unimpressed father that he was close to acquiring a whole lake that he intended to build a town around.

Topper, an orange tabby and the block's highest-ranking feline, was similarly unimpressed, though she slow-blinked the old man, who had at least been keeping the kitty treats coming.

Alec and Topper had been enjoying this same routine for years, at the block's cafe, the Beans and Greens. Both creatures of routine, Alec would roll into the cafe at the same time each morning, and would sit at the same seat, half inside and half outside on the patio. Topper could reliably head out of her alley-level window and wander down the alley, pulling up in the sunny part of the patio, and melting into a cat puddle while Alec would feed her from the jar of treats the cafe owner, Ben, kept on the condiments table inside. Alec would grab a small handful, and shoot them over one at a time in the cat's direction. Topper would field them like a game, and then take her time munching on them.

With his thinning hair, Alec liked the shade. Topper of course liked the sun. Like most cats, she would prefer to live in a much warmer environment than humans, but the humans had their uses, so she adapted, getting the sun she craved on the alley patio.

Joel, seemingly the world's most employed law student, came out in his apron to check on Alec and Topper and say hi. He was smiling as he walked over to Alec, with his phone out.

“I love this,” said Joel, showing his phone screen to Alec, with a story about how all the delivery robots that were part of a small-scale trial in the city had now officially disappeared.

“Well, they wanted a test run, so now I guess they have some good data to work from,” laughed Alec.

Joel returned his laugh and asked if he'd like another coffee. Alec never said no.

When Joel returned to refresh Alec's coffee, he said “I heard they found one in the river.”

“So not a total loss, then,” smiled Alec.

Joel nosed his agreement toward Alec with a smile. Despite his decision to start law school a while back, Joel still appreciated a rebel streak. Peace, order and good government were all very desirable, but he could see there were times when certain forms of resistance might be appropriate. He had seen this in action when he had moved into the rental building they half-jokingly called the mansion next door. The building, and indeed the whole block had come under threat when a large tower project had been proposed.

Joel had been an undergrad at that time, and everything had been a new experience for him. He had been the first of his family to attend university, and he got a first-hand lesson in non-violent resistance when Gwen, Ben, Alec and other residents had banded together to let the city know that they were not going to be displaced. They had won, and another victory had followed when they had been able, under Gwen's leadership, to score one of the city's first community land trust projects, to secure affordable rental housing into the future.

Joel smiled at Topper, and bent down to give the cat a scritch between the ears. Topper head-pushed into Joel's palm appreciatively, and Joel waved at Alec as he headed back into the Beans and Greens.

Joel's alerting him to the news story about the missing delivery robots had given the excuse Alec needed to whip out his phone and start surfing. For a few years he had been kidding himself that he no longer cared about the daily events of the world, nor his ebbing stature in the world of the arts, such as it was. But he also knew he was bullshitting himself, and quickly set about checking for book sales, art news and other elements of his daily routine.

His wife, Gwen, was just then coming up the alley, and she smiled to see Topper loafing in the sun, and Alec furtively glued to his phone. All was as it should be, she figured, smiling. The two former street artists and sometime academics had worn a comfortable and deep groove into this neighbourhood, and their most recent partnership on the community trust had grown into an intriguing and now larger going concern. As she approached, Gwen slowed down and crept up behind Alec, and then said, “Checking your stats, are you?”

Alec laughed and Gwen asked if he'd like another coffee, knowing already that he would say yes. When Gwen came back out to the patio with a couple of coffees, Alec showed her his screen, with the article about the missing delivery robots. Gwen laughed, and said, “Good. Those fucking things were a hazard, and I was not looking forward to dodging them on the sidewalks.”

“They do look kind of cute though,” said Alec, “with those headlights, kind of like eyes.”

“Yeah, that's true. I just didn't think they should be shoved at us like that. We're not a proving ground for late-stage capitalism. What was wrong with these jobs being done by people?”

“Truth, truth,” said Alec. “How has your morning been going?”

“Good thanks. I've been beavering away on a project in my command centre, having fun. Not quite ready to go public with it though.”

Alec knew that this was a signal to back away, and he did. Gwen's intensity could be otherworldly, and they had always had a code of not needing to know too much about what the other might be up to. It had been the same way when Liam had been alive, and they had been the Terrible Trio. Now the stuff of art history legend, apparently. Alec had realized that if you lived long enough, you might just see everything in time.  

When Gwen returned with the coffees, she sat down, and said, “I guess we have a bit of time.”

“Yeah,” said Alec. “I saw Ben earlier, but I haven't seen Barbara yet. No doubt she's upstairs sweating the details!”

“Well, better her than us, no?”

“Ab-so-lutely! I'm glad that transition worked out as well as it did.”

The occasion on the cafe patio that morning was to be a mostly informal meeting of the Grove Street Community Trust, as it was now known. What had started as a pilot project to protect the affordable housing in the mansion - the nickname for the old house several of them had lived in - had grown to encompass the Beans and Greens building where they were sitting, with its now completed renovations into another six compact apartments, complete with a small elevator to reach the second and third floors above the cafe for those who might need it. The final piece of what was now a much bigger puzzle had recently fallen into their laps. After many months of desire and speculation, Shari, the head of the community land trust program, had been able to convince the university to part with the boarded-up little house that was the third, and now final, structure on the block. It was being redesigned as an art gallery and public space as well as three more living units, one envisioned as an artist-in-residence live/work space.

Gwen, with her intense energy, had been the catalyst to make much of this happen, joined by all the other residents in various capacities. But now, she was tired of being the lead, and Alec, who had been no stranger to boards and administration and had also stepped in, similarly wanted to get back to other things. They were nominally the retired ones, so it had seemed natural for them to hold the fort as the trust was taking shape, but it had always been temporary in their minds, and now they were happy to continue backing away, and just being rank-and-file residents. Part of the contractual requirements with the community trust office were regular board meetings, and so they had found a morning when they could have a quorum, and have a quick get-together.

Barbara, who had joined the group when she had temporarily sought refuge in suite 1b in the basement of the mansion, was at that moment pulling together the materials she would need before joining the gang downstairs. It was going to be a fairly straightforward meeting, as the Beans and Greens building renovations were now complete, and the art gallery site was still in planning. She had been an early beneficiary of the cafe renovations, having moved up into apartment 1 at the front of the third floor of the cafe building. She had been eyeing it over the months as the plans for the apartments had begun taking shape, and Ben, the cafe owner and proponent of the renovations had always assured her she could have it. It looked out onto the parkette, and felt like a major step up from the basement of the mansion. She and Moira, the previous suite 1b resident, had joked in the past about how 1b had seemed like the ultimate demotion in life. Between the lowercase b and the fact that there wasn't even a suite 1 or 1a to justify the suite's moniker. Now Barbara could content herself that she was in apartment 1; no other qualifying letters needed.

It didn't hurt either that she was now the acting manager of the Grove Street trust, having been trained up by Jenica, the intern from the trust program office who had been proposed by Shari to help get a more permanent manager in place. Barbara smiled as she thought back on the conversation that had got the whole thing in motion. She had been sitting with Gwen and Alec over coffee outside as they mentioned that they were looking forward to having less to do with the day-to-day management of the trust and that they were glad they would be getting funding to hire a more permanent part-time manager. Barbara had felt like an amiable bystander to this discussion, but then something in her clicked. She had been feeling much more at home in the community, and had long had designs on the front top floor apartment over the Beans and Greens, but then something in her had motivated her to ask about the job. As it was being described to her, and realizing that she was surrounded by good-willed neighbours who would be kind with her, she said - without her characteristic reserve or overthinking - “Actually, I could do that.” It had proven true. Her background as a researcher and librarian meant she was good with details and reporting. The tenants were for the moment stable, and the new apartments like hers that were coming available should be easy enough to fill. Ben was more than happy to have a role in maintenance and other tenant tasks. The role Barbara had stepped into now was mostly fulfilling reporting requirements back to the trust program office, and she had been more than adequately brought up to speed by Jenica the intern.

As she headed downstairs, Barbara caught Ben's attention, and signalled that she was ready for their meeting, if he was. He smiled and they headed out to the patio. As the foursome got seated with fresh coffees, Topper decided to go for a stroll and patrol the rest of her territories. Barbara kicked off with the light formalities, calling the meeting to order, confirming that they had a quorum and seeing if there were any additional agenda items, which there weren't. She ran through the financials briefly, and not much had changed since the last meeting. Barbara, as they all knew, was now the resident in apartment 1, and suite 1b back at the mansion was now technically vacant, though Moira, who was still travelling, would likely move back in there at least for a while, and she was in any case still paying for the unit. The other apartments above the cafe would come available for rent soon, and Joel's sister Becky, and Lara who worked at the Beans and Greens might be interested in living there, though that could be discussed later. As for the little house, the designs were still being worked on and there was nothing new to report. It was expected that Moira would likely be active in the design of the gallery and other connected spaces when she returned.

“So, all in all, it's a bit boring!” laughed Barbara. “If everyone is in agreement, I can package this up and get it off to Shari. Then we can start the fun part of this get together.” This item was agreed to, and Barbara declared the meeting adjourned. As she was doing so, Joel, having shucked his apron, was dashing out of the place in the direction of the campus. He waved and smiled as if to say, “Hope it was a good one.” In truth, he was grateful to have been excused from this board meeting, as he was feeling a little stretched these days. In addition to his Beans and Greens job, he was, after all, still a full-time law student, and had moved into a position of more responsibility at the legal outreach office that the law students ran on campus. He had also been coordinating with his sister Becky as she cemented her plans to move to the city. Joel had sold her on the idea of taking one of the small studios on the second floor of the Beans and Greens, and he was looking forward to welcoming her and helping her settle in. He'd be heading back home soon to spend a little time with their mother, but also renting a van to move Becky and her stuff. Becky, for her part, had taken some time to agree with Joel that moving to the city and possibly pursuing education and other work was a good idea. She knew it would be hard on their mother, but she also could see that enough time had now passed since their father's death, and their mom had been getting more social, and had even been seeming a little annoyed by Becky's presence and her own erratic schedules. For her part, Becky's bottom line was that she didn't want to still be around when her mother eventually found some creepy-Larry, call-me-dad type, as she no doubt would. She'd had a father, and didn't want another one. Joel, the city and the future were beckoning, and she was finally going to answer the call. She wished her mom well, but it was time.  

As Barbara, Gwen, Ben and Alec chatted about the possibilities of the little house on the end of the block, and celebrated the accomplishment of gaining control of the whole block, Tessa came whipping up the alley from the mansion, and followed Joel's trajectory toward campus. Alec knew she would be having her regular department meeting, and she had had to beg off their meeting at the cafe.

“Hope it all went well!” she said in passing, with a big smile. “All good,” said Alec, “I'll catch you up later.”
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Chapter Two
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Transits

As Joel was heading toward campus, he was happy with the thought that Becky would soon be there. He was also aware that he was exceptionally busy, and was glad to have skipped out of the block trust board meeting. They had found a quorum without him, and he could catch up when he saw them next, or read the minutes. It was all good. Now, he was running a few minutes late to cover his time at the legal outreach office. He had grown into the role that his former colleague Christine had mentored him in, and it was suiting him well. Christine had graduated since they had met, and was now articling with the same firm that had helped Moira with her divorce, and had also helped the team plan their response to the tower construction threat some time ago. He laughed a little to himself thinking what a good fit she would be with the likes of lawyers with nicknames like Hellfire and Demon. Christine was a fighter, and was destined to be on the right side of history. Joel figured she might be able to help steer him in the right direction when he graduated, and he was happy that they had remained friends. It had been timely advice from Tessa that had shown him the value of being open to options, and building networks of connection.

A few blocks behind, and crossing the campus on a different trajectory, Tessa was rushing to get to her department meeting in the faculty of fine arts. Though she no longer missed Graham exactly, she continued to marvel at how well he had mentored her to take over his position as the head of the art history area. He had very cannily and realistically shaped her expectations and helped her understand what the role would and wouldn't be like. He had achieved a lot, but most of it had been behind the scenes, through being well liked, and making and maintaining friendly connections with a mind-boggling array of people. He seemed to do what he did effortlessly, and without fanfare. He wasn't performative, nor did he try to dominate others. He side-stepped the whole 'primate thing' as he called it. To walk by, you might have thought he did little other than spin around in his chair and gaze out the window. But as Tessa was still learning, very little good happened without Graham having had a piece of it somehow. She was trying to emulate his approach and it seemed to be working. He had related to her that the art history part of the fine arts curriculum was always going to be a minor one in a studio-driven faculty, and that the enfants terribles instructors who had been seemingly recruited from the pages of avant-garde art magazines, would attract all the attention and resources. But if she showed up, offered up useful and interesting courses with art historical themes, made use of her own stable of edgy sessional teachers, she could have a long career there. True to his form, she was heading into this department meeting with nothing to brag about and no battles to fight.

Back in Joel's home town, Becky was saying goodbye to her colleagues at the craft store where she had been working for quite a while, and though they were sad to see her go, they could also see she was making a smart choice in getting out. As she walked back toward her mother's place where her stuff was now mostly packed up, she made a commitment to herself that she, in turn, would be an encourager to anyone from the store who wanted to make the jump to the bigger city. Her brother had shown her the way, and she was looking forward to passing on the favour to another person someday. As she carried the bag of gifts she had received, she told herself that she could come back anytime and visit, which made her feel a bit less sad about saying goodbye. Joel was able to help make a path for her right now, and it wasn't guaranteed that that would always be the case.

It was to be a guy's day at the legal outreach centre, Joel figured when he saw Sandeep sitting in the co-pilot's desk. He was running a little behind himself, and was happy to see Sandeep's smile and the fact that the centre was not full of distressed people seeking legal help. Sandeep was still in pre-law studies, as Joel had been when he first signed on to volunteer at the centre. It was gutsy of Sandeep to apply before even getting into law school, and that was exactly why Joel had taken a shine to him immediately. He was happy to pass on the knowledge and the ways of working that Christine had passed on to him. He had spent some of the past weeks sharing stories with Sandeep, including the anonymized tale of the swindled senior, the case that had seen Barbara move into suite 1b at the mansion. He left enough details out to protect the privacy of all concerned, and he was aware that he himself only knew a little about how things worked out, in part by design. Still, it was a good representative example of the kind of person and dilemma that could walk into a free legal advice clinic at any time. The volunteers, usually working in pairs, signed on for a number of short shifts each week, and though they mainly referred clients onto other resources, Joel had always seen it as a great way to build empathy and listening skills, as well as resourcefulness.

“Slow day at the office?” laughed Joel as he entered.

“So it seems, so it seems.”

“Well that's okay. We can swap stories and spell each other off for coffee.”

“Sounds good, Joel.”  

Across an ocean, Moira was sitting on a balcony in Paris as the sun was setting. Her trip of escape and celebration was wrapping up. She would be flying back home the next day. She had deliberately chosen a different hotel than the last time. She wanted space, and to throw a little more money at herself. She was on an elegant corner in the Marais with a corner balcony that looked out over the  Boulevard de Sébastopol, and she had loved the space that her room and the wide street had provided. She hadn't told anyone she was going except her townhouse neighbour who had agreed to look after her cat, Mack, adding the brown tabby to his daily life for the week. Macchiato, which was his full name, was not at this time wanted on the voyage. Moira had been celebrating the facts that she had sold her townhouse, and given her notice at the university. After closing on the sale, she had considered the amount of money she now had, coupled with the knowledge that her university pension could start being tapped early in a few years, and had decided to leave work and to take this brief, indulgent getaway. She was still the holder of suite 1b, at the mansion, and she knew she could move in there for a bit. This time as a victor, not a victim. In time, she was still interested in taking a role in shaping the gallery space in the little house at the end of the block, and she could see ending up there for a time as a curator, and maybe even living in one of the new apartments that would be created there. She was prepared to be fluid. Her stuff, the little that was left, was in storage, and she could move it anywhere, anytime. Barbara was hip to her plans, and had graciously left a functioning set-up in 1b, complete with a futon. It would be like being a student again, Moira thought, laughing, but in a good way this time.  

“I am still amazed that we have the whole block now,” said Alec, as he, Gwen, Ben and Barbara chatted a little after the formal part of their informal board meeting on the patio.

“I was amazed enough when they agreed to roll in this building,” said Ben. “That in and of itself felt like a kind of beachhead against, you know, the forces of evil or whatever we might call it. The little house really caps it off.”

“I think it will go well,” said Barbara. “I'm relieved that we'll be able to begin filling the apartments upstairs. Mine is just perfect. Thanks again, Ben, and everybody.”

“It's great to have you there,” said Ben.

“In more ways than one,” said Gwen.

“Yes, as the manager as well,” said Alec, completing the thought.

“Very happy to be pitching in,” said Barbara.

Just then Ben caught sight of Lara giving him a non-look that reminded him she was alone in the cafe and store, since Joel had headed
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