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Myra's World

The Westfield business district runs four blocks along State Route 22: a busy, accident-prone four-lane highway. The biggest parcel is an overgrown empty lot that collects rusted car parts, worn tires, and fast-food trash. A boarded-up dry cleaner sits beside a nail salon that has survived three recessions and a pandemic, still pulling in a steady stream of customers determined to keep up appearances. At the other end is Kelleher’s, the local night spot, which Myra is fairly sure exists to test her.

Westfield rose from northern Illinois farmland on the edge of Chicago’s sprawl in the late nineteenth century, when wealthy German Jews moved out for quiet streets and big houses. The first homes, built in 1895, were Victorian. In the decades that followed, Greek stonemasons helped shape the neighborhood’s look, building heavy, ornate stone houses for the same families who funded downtown Chicago. By the twenties and thirties, Westfield’s streets had filled with those stone palaces.

In the late 1960s, developers began what we now call redlining. They bought a few older homes, then resold them at a loss to prosperous Black families, spooking white homeowners and driving down nearby prices. Developers then bought up the remaining homes cheaply and sold them at a profit as the old guard moved back into high-rise condos downtown. Westfield became what it is now: a diverse neighborhood, often held up as a “melting pot.”

Myra, fifty-eight, runs the Westfield Business Association: an anemic group of six people still pretending the old in-person economy can be revived. She is confrontational, relentless, and always dressed like she expects to meet an enemy. Even now, with the district in decline, she keeps up her look—polished, controlled, never too showy. Classy.

Every Tuesday night, she drives past the vacant lot on her way to the meeting, noting the seasonal planters and the banners she got hung from the streetlamps—small beautification wins she clawed into existence through the Association. She’s proud of them. She’s also taking the long way. She has been for six years. It’s like tonguing a sore tooth: not helpful, just familiar, and it gets her in the right state of mind.

The sore tooth was a city block of nothing, empty since 1987, when the last retail buildings came down. Before that: a hardware store, a shoe repair shop, a five-and-dime her mother still spoke of with reverence. Now: a chain-link fence with a hand-painted NO DUMPING — VIOLATORS PROSECUTED sign, three mattresses, and what looked like a transmission housing. The city had painted the fence a cheerful green. Myra assumed this was meant to help.

She stopped at the signal on Brecker and looked at the lot the way you look at a relative who has made catastrophically poor choices and yet remains, stubbornly, your relative. The lot stared back. It had nothing to say for itself. The light turned green.

Two blocks north, Kelleher’s was already warming up. It was eight-fifteen on a Tuesday, and there were eleven motorcycles in the lot—she knew because she counted them every week. Last Tuesday: nine. The Tuesday before: fourteen. On the night the Steelers were in the playoffs, she counted twenty-three, two portable speakers the size of refrigerators, and a man in a Darth Vader helmet grilling something that was probably pork on a Weber he had apparently brought from home.

She had called the police non-emergency line. They had been very polite.

Turning left on Granville, she parked in front of the church. She sat for a few moments lost in thought. In six years, nothing had threatened Westfield like the letter now sitting on her passenger seat.

The parish hall was a squat brick building that smelled of old coffee and institutional carpet, the stale despair of a space that had hosted too many potlucks. A hand-lettered sign on the door read WESTFIELD BUSINESS ASSOCIATION — MONTHLY MEETING — ALL WELCOME. She had made that sign herself, three years ago, with a Sharpie and a piece of poster board, and had laminated it at the library because she was not going to let it get rained on. She touched the edge of it briefly as she pushed through the door. A habit. A kind of knock on wood.

Inside, six people sat around a folding table.

Six. She stood in the doorway and counted them, the way she counted motorcycles, and felt the familiar compound sensation she privately called existential arithmetic: the gap between what a thing should be and what it was, expressed as a number. The Westfield Business Association had, at its height in 1974, boasted forty-three members and a waiting list. It had sponsored the Fourth of July parade. It had lobbied successfully for two streetlights. It had, according to the framed photograph that now hung, somewhat poignantly, above the coffee machine, held an annual banquet at the Elks Lodge with a guest speaker and a cash bar.

Now it had six people and a twelve-cup Mr. Coffee with a hairline crack in the carafe.

"Myra." Phil Grabowski gave her the nod of a man who has run out of things to say but remains, through sheer stubbornness, present. Phil was seventy-one, had retired from the post office, and now spent his days in a fury of volunteerism that Myra suspected was related to the fact that his wife, Linda, was also retired and at home. He ran the association's website, which had last been updated in 2019, and brought Rice Krispies treats to every meeting without being asked. Myra loved him unreservedly.

Beside Phil sat Donna Marchetti, who ran an online vintage clothing business and attended every meeting with a legal pad and a mechanical pencil, taking notes in a cramped, precise hand as though what they discussed would one day be subpoenaed. Across from Donna was Kevin Park, who had bought the Santorelli house on Olmsted three years ago and had the fresh, slightly shell-shocked look of a man who had come to one meeting out of civic duty and then failed to successfully not come back. Next to Kevin, Ted Braun, whose home business sold artisanal hot sauces under the name Inferno Acres, and who had, to his credit, donated four cases of product to the association's last fundraiser, even if the fundraiser had raised forty-seven dollars and a gift card to Panera.

At the far end of the table: Carol Fitch, who said very little but whose scowl functioned as a kind of Greek chorus — and Margaret Osei, seventy-four years old, who had lived in the neighborhood since 1968, known three mayors personally, and attended every meeting since Myra had taken over the presidency, because, as she had explained once, simply: "Someone has to remember where this started."

Seven, counting Myra herself, in a neighborhood of roughly two thousand households, who had bothered to show up on a Tuesday night in September to talk about a chain-link fence and what, if anything, should happen on the other side of it.

Myra took off her coat, hung it on the back of her chair, and sat down.

"All right," she said. "Let's get started."

The meeting ran the way Myra's meetings always did: with the precision of a military operation commanded by someone who had long ago accepted that the troops would improvise. She opened with the treasurer's report, which Phil delivered from a printed spreadsheet, showing a balance of four hundred and twelve dollars, unchanged from last month because nothing had been spent or come in. "We're holding steady," Phil said, with the optimism of a man who had decided that staying the same was a form of progress. Myra thanked him without expression.

Old business: the letter she'd sent to the city's planning department regarding the lot, requesting an update on the developer outreach process they had supposedly initiated eighteen months ago. She had sent this letter four times. She had received, each time, a form acknowledgment email that appeared to have been written by someone whose actual job was to craft language so perfectly neutral that it contained no information whatsoever. She read a portion of the most recent response aloud.

"'The Department of Planning and Development continues to evaluate opportunities for the parcel in question in alignment with the city's long-term strategic framework for economic development and community enhancement and appreciates your ongoing engagement with this process.'" She set the paper down. "Translation: nothing."

"Nothing," Carol confirmed grimly.

"Should we send another letter?" Kevin asked in the tone of someone who already knew the answer.

"We should," Myra said. "We always should. Ted, can you draft it this month? I wrote the last four."

Ted looked up from his phone, where he had been doing something that was either taking notes or shopping. "Sure. Absolutely. What should it say?"

"The same thing as the last four. But with feeling."

This produced what passed for laughter in the Westfield Business Association.

New business was where the meeting changed. Two weeks earlier, Myra had received a letter — not an email, an actual letter on stationery — from an organization called the Ebony Angel Foundation. It planned to present a proposal to acquire and renovate the Holsten Building, a three-story commercial structure at the edge of the district that had been vacant for 11 years.

The Ebony Angel Foundation, the letter explained, operated programs serving "vulnerable populations in need of stabilizing community support." The specific program to be housed in the Holsten Building was called The Virgin’s Babies.

Myra had read the letter three times and then called Donna.

"Virgin Babies," Donna had said, in a tone Myra could not entirely classify.

"Virgin Babies."

"Is that the name of the program or a description of who attends?"

"Donna."

"I'm asking."

She is now reading the relevant portion of the letter aloud to the table. There was a silence with several layers. Phil looked at the ceiling. Kevin looked at Phil. Ted appeared to be genuinely processing. Margaret Osei nodded slowly, the way she did when things did not surprise her, because she had seen everything and its opposite.

"A home for unwed mothers," Carol said. "Black unwed mothers, specifically."

"That appears to be the primary focus, yes."

"In the Holsten Building."

"That's what the letter says."

"Has anyone been in the Holsten Building recently?" Kevin asked. "Because I walked past it last week and I'm fairly sure there's a family of raccoons living on the second floor."

"At least someone is using it," Phil said, and then looked immediately regretful.

Myra had not spoken to anyone from the Foundation. She did not yet know Rose Marie Bailey. She did not know the letter in her hand was the first move in what would become the most exhausting political battle of her life, and she had once chaired a six-hour zoning variance hearing that ended with a man crying in the parking lot. She knew only that the neighborhood she loved could be devalued if you stopped paying attention to what — and who — was coming and going.

She had been paying attention for six years. She intended to keep paying attention.

The meeting ended at nine-forty-five. Phil washed out the coffee carafe. Donna gathered her notes. Kevin and Ted walked out together, their conversation drifting toward something Myra caught only in fragments — a restaurant on the east side, a fantasy football controversy, the minor disasters of ordinary life. Margaret Osei put on her coat slowly, ostensibly with the patience of someone who was in no hurry to leave.

"You're worried," Margaret said, not looking at Myra.

"I'm always worried."

"Yes. But you're worried in a new way tonight." She fastened her top button. "Someone's coming."

"Someone is always coming."

"This one's different," Margaret said. She patted Myra's arm once, briefly, with the authority of seventy-four years. "Be careful how you fight. The thing you're protecting is more fragile than you think."

Then she was gone, and Myra was alone with the folding chairs and the cracked carafe and the laminated sign she'd made herself with a Sharpie and a stubborn, unreasonable hope.

She drove home past Kelleher's. Fourteen motorcycles now. Someone had set up a fire pit in the parking lot. Music she felt in her sternum rather than heard. She slowed, counted, and drove on.

The neighborhood was quiet on the residential streets. The stone houses sat solid and dark in the early autumn chill, thick-walled and permanent-looking, the kind of buildings that made you believe in the future by simply having survived the past. German Gothic on Garfield, Tudor Revival on Olmsted, a French Normandy that nobody quite knew what to do with on the corner of Brecker and Fifth. Oak trees are older than anyone alive. Porches built to last. Myra had loved this neighborhood at first sight, the way you love things that seem, against all evidence, worth the trouble.

She pulled into her driveway. The kitchen light was on. Dewey.

Inside, he was at the table with a cup of tea and a paperback and the general air of a man who had spent a pleasant evening doing exactly what he wanted. He looked up when she came in.

"How'd it go?"

"Six people," she said, dropping her keys on the counter. "And someone wants to open a home for unwed mothers in the Holsten Building."

Dewey considered this. "Is that bad?"

She looked at him incredulously. He looked back at her, genuinely asking.

"I don't know yet," she said. It was, for Myra, a person of certainty, a remarkable admission.

She made herself a cup of tea, sat down across from him, and stared at the table for a while. Dewey went back to his book. The house settled around them, thick-walled and quiet, the way old houses do — as if the building itself is telling you it has seen worse.

Outside, somewhere past the oak trees and the residents sleeping peacefully in their stone houses, eleven motorcycles were still running, and a bass line was making the windows of Kelleher's rattle in their frames. Sleeping tonight will be difficult.

Myra drank her tea. She was already composing the letter.

This time, she would not be ignored.
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The Newcomer

“The house had good bones.” The realtor said it twice, in the tone realtors use when they want you to look past the present, which in this case included a kitchen last updated during the Ford administration and a third-floor bathroom with a window painted shut into permanence. Grace stood in the empty living room with afternoon light coming through the leaded-glass windows — diamond-paned, original — and thought, Yes. That’s it.

She bought it in thirty days. Her sister called this impulsive. Her mother called it worrying. Her friend Priya, who had known her for twenty years and therefore understood the difference between a decision Grace had already made and one she was making, said simply, "When do you move in?"

The answer, as it turned out, was the first Saturday of August, in a moving truck she drove herself, because the estimate from the professional movers had left her sitting on her kitchen floor for a moment in shock, taking deep breaths. She still had furniture from her old apartment, boxes of books in quantities that had prompted the moving company's estimator to say, with professional neutrality, "You have a lot of books," and of course, the cast-iron kitchenware she could never abandon to a garage sale. She arrived at eleven in the morning, double-parked, and stood on the sidewalk looking up at her house.

Stone. Actual stone, quarried from somewhere far away and laid by hand by men who apparently intended it to last more than a century. The facade was dark gray, almost charcoal in the morning light, with limestone trim around the windows and a porch with a wooden floor that had been painted and repainted so many times it had developed a topography of its own. The oak tree in the front yard was so old it had lifted a section of the sidewalk with one root, and the city had, rather than removing the root, simply poured new concrete around it in an accommodating curve. Grace appreciated this. It suggested a city that had at some point decided to negotiate with trees.

She carried boxes for four long hours. By three o'clock, she had achieved a state she thought of as functionally habitable — bed assembled, coffee maker located, cast iron pan on the stove like a talisman. She made a cup of coffee, took it to the front porch, and sat on the step, because there was no porch furniture yet, and watched the neighborhood.

It was, she thought, the most interesting block she had ever lived on.

Across the street, a man she would later learn was named George could be seen raking leaves with the focused intensity of someone who found yardwork genuinely satisfying. Two houses down, an elderly woman in a bright purple coat was walking a dog so small it looked like a ghost rather than a living animal. A group of children — various ages, various origins, a small United Nations of sorts in sneakers — cascaded up the sidewalk on bikes and scooters in a loose formation that parted around the ghost dog and its owner with the easy fluency of seasoned riders. From somewhere around the corner, the sound of a table saw resonated, intermittent and purposeful. The smell of someone's dinner — garlic, something braised — wafted past.

Grace drank her coffee and felt, for the first time in longer than she wanted to calculate, that she had made the right decision.

She spent the first two weeks learning the neighborhood the way she learned everything — methodically, on foot, taking notes in her head. There was a coffee shop on Clement that opened at six, had exactly four tables, and a chalkboard menu written in a hand so elaborate it required translation. There was a hardware store on Brecker that was run by a man named Sal, who greeted every customer as though they were bringing news from a distant front. There was a playground that was always full on weekend afternoons and deserted on weekday mornings, and a library branch with a reading garden that somebody had planted with alarming ambition, and a bus stop on the corner of Fifth at route 22 where the same woman sat every morning at seven forty-five, reading a paperback novel, never waiting for the bus, apparently just enjoying the bench.

She learned the streets. She learned the rhythms. She learned, in the way you learn things when you pay attention, which houses were occupied and which were not, which yards were loved and which had been given up on, which porches collected people in the evenings, and which stayed dark. She learned the sound of the neighborhood at two in the morning — quiet, mostly, with occasional music from somewhere south, and the periodic distant rumble of something she couldn't identify until the fourth night, when she finally placed it: motorcycles, several of them, coming from what she estimated was about six blocks away.

At the end of her second week, she found two flyers in her mailbox. Apparently, neither was mail, but had been placed there by someone in the neighborhood.

The first was for the Westfield Neighborhood Council's monthly meeting, to be held the following Thursday at St. Agatha's parish hall. The flyer was professionally printed in two colors and listed an agenda that included, among other items, "Development Update: Holsten Building Proposal" and "Community Input: Strategic Planning Process." It was signed in a looping signature that conveyed both warmth and authority: "Shaquinta Reeves-Morgan, Council President."

The second flyer was stapled beneath the first and appeared to have been produced by a different operation entirely — photocopied, slightly crooked, featuring a clip-art handshake enlarged to the point of pixelation. It announced a meeting of the Westfield Business Association the previous Tuesday, so Grace had already missed it. She turned it over. On the back, in handwriting that was small, pressured, and absolutely meant business: "Next meeting: first Tuesday of the month. St. Agatha's parish hall. YOUR neighborhood needs YOU." The capital letters had been underlined. Twice.

Grace put both flyers on the kitchen table and looked at them while she made dinner. She was not, by disposition, a joiner. She was a watcher, a thinker, a person who gathered information before taking positions, as her sister had characterized at various points in their shared history, "measured," "deliberate," and "honestly, Grace, it's like arguing with a glacier." But she had moved to this neighborhood because she had wanted, for once, to be part of something. To belong to a place.

So it was that she went to the council meeting. 

The parish hall was unexpectedly full. Grace arrived five minutes early and found approximately forty people already seated, with more coming in behind her, shedding coats and finding chairs with the practiced efficiency of a group that had done this many times before. She took a seat in the third row, slightly to the left of center — close enough to see, far enough back to observe without being observed — and looked around.

The parish hall held a cross-section of the neighborhood in all its contradictions: elderly women with good handbags and sharply held opinions, young couples who had clearly just come from dinner somewhere, a man in paint-stained work clothes who appeared to be genuinely angered by something that had not yet happened, several people who were texting, and, in the back row, two men in their fifties leaning together in a running commentary. One of them caught Grace's eye and gave her a pleasant nod. She nodded back.

At the front, arranging papers at a folding table that had been elevated, slightly, on a low platform — enough to suggest authority without requiring anything more— was Shaquinta Reeves-Morgan.

Grace had formed a mental image from the flyer signature and immediately discarded it. Shaquinta was in her early forties, tall, with long braided dreadlocks and reading glasses pushed up on her forehead that she would spend the entire meeting pushing down, reading through, and pushing back up again. She wore a jet-black blazer and carried herself with the confidence of someone who had chaired many rooms and had learned, through practice, how to keep one steady. Oversized pendulous earrings swung when she spoke keeping time, and a brightly colored Kente blouse that broke with the corporate uniform standards with deliberate pride finished her look, with one exception, the flat brimmed “Zorro” hat, which while possibly aggressive and quite adventurous, ambiguously symbolically lamented the plight of Orthodox religions as victims of societal oppression. It was everything all at once. Masterful.

Grace, who was rather demure by nature, whose attire was chosen not to draw attention to herself, in some strange way had to admire how Shaquinta’s style deterred frontal assaults.  If you were going to challenge this woman, you had better be prepared for a hard-fought battle. 

She called the meeting to order at seven-oh-two exactly.

"Before we get to the agenda," Shaquinta said, with a smile that was warm and slightly preemptive, the smile of someone who knows what's coming, "I want to welcome any new faces. We're a neighborhood that likes new faces." A beat. "Usually."

Measured laughter. Grace noticed people near her doing the quick scan that meant they were trying to place the new faces, and for a moment, she felt the attention turn back on her.

The meeting proceeded through its agenda with the controlled momentum of a river heading toward rapids. Shaquinta managed the first three items — minutes, treasurer's report, a brief update on the crosswalk painting project on Fifth — with brisk competence. Then she reached item four.

"Holsten Building proposal," she said, and the room shifted with an audible sigh.

It was subtle — a collective intake of breath, a repositioning in chairs. Grace felt it and sat up slightly.

"Most of you are aware," Shaquinta continued, "that the council has received a letter of intent from the Ebony Angel Foundation regarding the Holsten Building property. I want to be clear that this is a letter of intent — it is not a proposal, not an application, not a done deal. The council has taken no position." She looked around the room, reading it. "Questions before I continue?"

The man in the paint-stained work clothes raised his hand. "I have a statement."

"I said questions, Harold."

Harold — heavyset, mid-sixties, with the demeanor of someone who had decided long ago that the world was being managed incorrectly and had appointed himself to correct it — lowered his hand, not in agreement but in tactical retreat. Grace noted him. It was her way. She noted people.

A woman near the front asked about the zoning implications. A man in a yellow sweater asked whether the building was structurally sound. A younger woman — late thirties, good coat, the focused expression of someone who had done reading on this before showing up — asked whether the Ebony Angel Foundation had operated facilities of this type in other neighborhoods and, if so, what the outcomes data looked like.

Grace liked her immediately.

Then, from a seat two rows in front of Grace and slightly to the right, a voice entered the room like a weather event.

"I think what we all want to know," said the voice, "is whether the council is actually going to do anything about the business district while we're waiting for this foundation to decide what it wants to do with a building that has been sitting empty for eleven years, because I have been attending these meetings for six years and the lot on Brecker has been empty for thirty-seven and at some point I would like to understand what the council's actual plan is, or whether there is one."

It was not technically a question. It was a statement in the form of a question, the kind that serves both as an inquiry and an indictment. The voice belonged to a woman in her late fifties who had arrived late — Grace had heard the door — and taken a seat toward the front with the confidence of someone who always takes a seat toward the front. The woman was rather stylish, with bottle-blonde hair, a sensible coat, and a bearing that suggested she was accustomed to being the most prepared person in any room, yet she had mixed feelings about it.

Shaquinta's expression did not change. "Thank you, Myra. Those are fair points that we'll address under—"

"I'm not finished," Myra said firmly.

The two men in the back row leaned together. Grace glanced back and saw the one who'd nodded at her press his lips together in what might have been suppressed delight.

Myra continued for another 90 seconds, efficiently and without repetition, laying out the history of the empty lot, the council's prior commitments regarding developer engagement, and her specific concerns about a residential facility occupying a building that, in her view, was critical to the district's commercial revitalization. She spoke like someone who had rehearsed it, but not too many times — the way a musician plays a piece they have genuinely prepared for.

When she finished, there was the silence of a room deciding whether to applaud or object.

Harold filled it. "What she said."

"Thank you, Harold," Shaquinta said, with the tone of someone accepting a delivery they did not order. "Myra, as always, your concerns are noted and will be part of the record. The council's position on the business district has not changed — we remain committed to commercial development as a priority, and the Holsten Building question will be considered in that context." She looked around the room with a firmness that functioned as punctuation. "Moving on."

Grace looked at Myra, who was writing something in a small notebook with a ballpoint pen, pressing hard.

She looked at Shaquinta, who was already three sentences into the next agenda item.

She looked at Harold, arms crossed, jaw set, staring at the platform.

Then she looked down at the flyer in her lap — the crooked one, with the pixelated handshake — and thought about the handwriting on the back. YOUR neighborhood needs YOU. The underlines. The capital letters.

Whoever had written that, Grace thought, was not wrong.

After the meeting, she stood near the door for a moment, not quite leaving, watching the parish hall decompress into its factions — people clustering, the small negotiations of who was speaking to whom. Harold was talking to a younger man in a good suit who had sat quietly in the second row and said nothing throughout the meeting. Their posture and the slight lowering of their voices caught Grace's attention.

Shaquinta was fielding questions with patient fluency, her glasses now down, the meeting mode still fully engaged.

And Myra was at the refreshments table, pouring coffee that she clearly did not need, talking to no one, scanning the room in the way that Grace recognized because she did it herself — cataloging, assessing, deciding what mattered.

Grace put on her coat. On her way out, she passed the two men from the back row, who were zipping jackets and finishing what appeared to be a very satisfying private debrief.

"First time?" said the one who had nodded at her.

"That obvious?"

"You had the look," said the other one. "Like you'd wandered into a nature documentary and weren't sure which animal was which yet."

"I'm Joe," said the first. "This is Jerry. We live on Olmsted."

"Grace. Garfield Street. I just moved in."

"We know," said Jerry pleasantly. "The stone house with the big oak. We've been watching you carry boxes." He said this without apology, as a statement of neighborhood fact. "You'll want to know: Shaquinta is actually trying. Myra is not wrong; she's just exhausting. Harold is a problem, but a manageable one. And whoever is coming to talk about that building next month—" He paused. "Well. You'll want to be here for that."

"Come to our Halloween party," Joe said, producing a card from his jacket pocket with the smoothness of long practice. "Everyone comes. It's the one night a year people remember they actually like each other."

Grace took the card. "Is it a costume party?"

They looked at each other.

"Profoundly," said Joe.

She walked home on Garfield in the cold, under the oaks that had been here longer than anyone in the meeting, past the stone houses with their lit windows and their long, complicated histories. Her house was dark — she had forgotten to leave a light on — but the leaded glass caught the streetlamp and threw small diamonds on the porch floor.

She stood at the gate for a moment. She was thinking about Harold and the man in the good suit. She was thinking about Shaquinta's preemptive smile and Myra's pressing-hard handwriting. She was thinking about the Holsten Building, which she had looked up online and which, she had to admit, was a beautiful structure going to ruin for want of someone to decide what it was good for.

She was thinking, too, about the Business Association flyer, still folded in her coat pocket. First Tuesday of the month.

She went inside, turned on the lights, and found her notebook — not the small one, but the proper one, the one she used when she was paying attention to something — and opened it to the first page.

At the top, she wrote: Westfield. Then, beneath it, a series of names, each with a short note beside it. When she reached Harold's name, she paused and added the name she didn't know yet, the one she'd heard Harold call across the parking lot as the man in the good suit climbed into his car.

Pruitt. She underlined it. Once.

Grace closed her notebook. She hadn’t come here to get involved. That was no longer an option.
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Chapter Three
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The Usual Suspects

On the second Thursday of every month, St. Agatha's parish hall was the most accurate cross-section of Westfield anywhere outside a census report. This was either democracy in action or a recurring argument with institutional catering, depending on your point of view. Tonight, forty-three people had signed the attendance sheet by the time Shaquinta called the meeting to order, which was a record for a non-emergency session and which she noted without comment, because Shaquinta had learned, over six years as council president, that drawing attention to a crowd was an invitation for the crowd to draw attention to itself.

She recognized all of them. This was her real superpower: the ability to hold a map of this neighborhood in her head at all times — who lived where, who wanted what, who had history with whom, which alliances were real and which were situational and which were the kind of thing that looked like an alliance from the outside but was actually just two people who had not yet found a reason to disagree. She had been building this map for twelve years, since she and Marcus had bought the Victorian on Clement that needed everything and had gotten it. She knew Westfield the way you know a piece of music you've played long enough that your hands find the notes before your mind does.

She also knew, scanning the room as people settled, that tonight was going to require everything she had.

Myra was already seated in the third row, slightly left of center. She had her notebook. She was reviewing something she'd written with the focused intensity of a prosecutor preparing opening statements. Shaquinta had known Myra for six years and genuinely respected her, which made it considerably more frustrating that Myra seemed constitutionally unable to operate below a seven on a scale of one to ten. She was always right on the edge of the place where conviction becomes combustion.

Harold was in the fourth row on the aisle. He sat the way he always sat — squared off, arms folded, the posture of a man registering a formal objection to the existence of the chair. He had brought his wife, Beverly, only when he expected trouble or wanted a witness, and Shaquinta could not decide which was worse. Beside Beverly, in the seat Harold had clearly been saving, was a man Shaquinta recognized but could not immediately place — good suit, mid-forties, the groomed alertness of someone who thought of rooms as things to be managed. He had not been to last month's meeting. He had signed the attendance sheet as R. Pruitt.

In the back row: Joe and Jerry, of course, in their customary position, which functioned less as seats and more as an observation deck. Joe had coffee from somewhere other than the parish hall urn. Jerry was wearing reading glasses on a beaded chain that Shaquinta had never seen before, and she suspected they had been selected specifically for this evening. They were already talking, quietly, and had the settled look of men who had come to be entertained and expected the entertainment to be first-rate.

Near the front: Connie Doyle, who had arrived early enough to claim a center-front seat and was now distributing what appeared to be printed articles from her oversized canvas tote bag to anyone within arm's reach, whether they wanted one or not. The articles were about affordable housing, which Shaquinta could see from three rows back because Connie had highlighted them in three colors with an industry that suggested both conviction and considerable free time.

And in the third row, slightly to the left of center, one seat away from Myra: the new woman from Garfield Street. Grace. She had a small notebook, closed, and was looking at the room with the careful, pleasant attentiveness of someone gathering data. Shaquinta had noticed her at the last meeting and had thought two things: first, that she was watching rather than performing, which was unusual in this room, and second, that she had noticed Pruitt and Harold's parking lot exchange, which almost nobody else had caught.

Shaquinta called the meeting to order at seven-oh-two, as always. Not seven, not seven-oh-one, not seven-oh-three.

The first twenty minutes were straightforward. Minutes from the prior September meeting, approved. Treasurer's report — the council's operating fund was healthy, a word Shaquinta used deliberately because it projected confidence while committing to nothing. The crosswalk project on Fifth had been approved by the city's traffic division and would begin in the spring, which produced a brief scatter of applause and one "Finally!" from the direction of Connie. A drainage issue on the north end of Olmsted was ongoing, and the city's position remained, as it had been for 14 months, that it was aware of it.

Then, agenda item four.

Shaquinta pulled the letter from its folder and held it for a moment before speaking, the way you hold a thing whose weight you want the room to feel before you put it down.

“The council has received a letter of intent from the Ebony Angel Foundation,” she said, “regarding the Holsten Building at 1140 Brecker. I'm going to read it into the record. This is a letter of intent — not a proposal, not a petition, not an application. It is the beginning of a conversation. What I'd like tonight is questions, not conclusions.” She paused on Harold, who stared at the wall, then on Myra, whose pen was already moving, and began to read.

According to its own letter, the Ebony Angel Foundation was a community development organization with a 17-year history of programming for vulnerable populations in the city's underserved neighborhoods. Its flagship initiative, the Virgin Babies program, provided housing, counseling, medical support, and workforce development services to young mothers — primarily, though not exclusively, women of color — who were navigating early parenthood without adequate social infrastructure. The Foundation was seeking to acquire and renovate the Holsten Building as a permanent home for the Virgin Babies program, which currently operated from a leased space in a church basement that, the letter noted pointedly, was "inadequate to the dignity of the women it serves."

Shaquinta finished reading and set the letter on the table.

The hall did what spaces do when they are full of people with opinions, each deciding whether to speak. It hummed.

Connie Doyle's hand shot up with the speed and certainty of someone who has been holding it in for the last four minutes.

"Shaquinta, I just want to say, before anyone else says anything, that this is exactly the kind of program our neighborhood should be supporting. These are vulnerable women and children, and if we can't—"

"Connie," Shaquinta said gently, "I said questions."

Connie subsided, with the look of someone who has been told the same thing many times in many different rooms and has never entirely come to terms with it.

A man near the window asked whether the Foundation had operated residential programs before. A woman in the second row asked about parking. A younger man asked about the city's ownership status of the Holsten Building — was it a private sale, a city disposition, or what exactly was the mechanism? Shaquinta answered what she could and noted, for the record, what she could not.

Then Harold.

He didn't raise his hand. He simply began speaking in the tone of a man who had decided that the normal protocols did not apply to what he was about to say. “I
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