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Concept Paper

You, of All People is a contemporary romance set in Seattle, Washington, over the course of one contentious urban planning process — the Harrison Street Redevelopment Project, a mixed-use development proposed for a historically working-class neighbourhood on the edge of the city's rapid gentrification zone. The project will bring four hundred units of market-rate housing, a boutique hotel, and a ground-floor retail corridor to a block that currently holds a community garden, a twenty-year-old laundromat, an Ethiopian restaurant in its second generation of family operation, and forty-two families in rent-stabilized apartments that will be displaced if the project proceeds as designed.

Nora Vance is thirty-three, the director of the Harrison Street Coalition, a neighbourhood advocacy organization she has been running for five years since she moved back to Seattle after a decade away. She is the person the displaced families call. She is the person who shows up at city council meetings with binders of documentation and who knows every commissioner by name and who has a reputation for being the most prepared person in any room she enters. She is also, as of six months ago, the anonymous voice behind @nv_city, a Twitter account that has become one of the most-followed urban planning commentary accounts in Seattle, known for its combination of rigorous analysis and sharp wit.

Marcus Kellerman is thirty-six, the COO of Kellerman Development, the firm behind the Harrison Street project. He is not the villain of his own story — he knows this because he has examined it carefully, because he is the kind of person who examines things carefully. The Harrison Street project has an affordable housing component: eighteen percent of the units, which is above the city's requirement of fifteen percent, and which his firm negotiated into the design before the opposition formed. He believes the project is better than the alternative, which is the block continuing to deteriorate. He is about to discover that the person who has been systematically dismantling his project's public case online is also the person he has been arguing with, anonymously, for six months on urban planning Twitter, and that he has found her arguments the most interesting he has encountered in years.

The forbidden element: he is the developer and she is the advocate and the city is watching and both their professional credibilities depend on the opposition being real. The slow burn is the mediation process that the city council mandates when the planning commission deadlocks — twelve weeks of structured negotiation that require them to be in the same room, working toward the same outcome, which is a revised project that serves more interests than the original. The enemies-to-lovers arc is the discovery, across those twelve weeks, that they have been having the same argument from different positions for six months and that the argument has a resolution neither of them anticipated.

Character Profiles

NORA VANCE, 33. Director, Harrison Street Coalition. She came back to Seattle because the city she grew up in was changing in ways that left people behind and she wanted to be the person who pushed back. She is rigorous and direct and in possession of the specific energy of someone who chose their work because it mattered rather than because it was comfortable. She is also, though she doesn't examine this often, lonely in the specific way of people who are very good at fighting for other people and have not built much of a life for themselves. The @nv_city account is the closest thing she has to a personal space — a place where she talks about cities the way she actually thinks about them, which is with more complexity and more love than the advocacy work sometimes permits.

MARCUS KELLERMAN, 36. COO, Kellerman Development. He is the person inside the development firm who pushed for the affordable housing component, who insisted on the community benefit agreement, who has been arguing internally for a project that is better than what the market would produce on its own. He is not naive about what his firm does or how it works. He is also not the caricature that the opposition has made of him, and he has been arguing against that caricature — anonymously, as @archwright — on urban planning Twitter for six months, finding in the arguments there the kind of genuine engagement with the complexity of city-building that the public process rarely permitted.
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The Hearing

The planning commission hearing was on a Tuesday.

Nora had been to enough of these to know the room before she entered it: the commissioners arranged in their horseshoe, the applicant's team on one side, the public testimony on the other, the specific quality of fluorescent light that planning commission hearing rooms had everywhere, as if all municipal buildings had ordered from the same disappointing catalogue.

She had her binder.

The binder was the coalition's testimony package: the displacement analysis, the affordable housing unit breakdown, the traffic study they had commissioned independently, the letters from the forty-two families, the historical documentation of the neighbourhood. She knew every page of it. She had written most of it.

The applicant's team was already seated when she arrived.

She knew the Kellerman Development team by their suits — not the suits themselves, which were unremarkable, but the way they wore them, with the specific ease of people accustomed to rooms like this. The man at the center of the table was the one she didn't recognise from the firm's public materials.

He was looking at her binder.

Not at her — at the binder, with the expression of someone reading a spine and identifying a document.

He looked up.

"Harrison Street Coalition," he said, reading the tab.

"Yes," she said.

"The displacement analysis on page forty-seven," he said. "Your methodology."

"Standard HUD framework," she said. "With adjusted thresholds for Seattle's current market."

"The threshold adjustment," he said. "You're using sixty percent AMI rather than eighty."

"Because eighty percent AMI is not affordable in Seattle's current market," she said. "Sixty is the relevant threshold for the families we're representing."

"That's a contested position," he said.

"It's an evidence-based one," she said.

"It's a contested evidence-based one," he said. "The federal standard—"

"Doesn't reflect Seattle's cost burden," she said.

He held her gaze.

"You're Nora Vance," he said.

"Yes," she said.

"Marcus Kellerman," he said. "I've read your coalition's previous submissions. Your methodology is consistent."

"I'm aware of that," she said.

"I mean it as a compliment," he said.

"I know," she said. "I'm not sure what to do with a compliment from the applicant's team twenty minutes before the hearing."

"File it for later," he said.

The commissioners entered.

The hearing lasted four hours.

Nora testified for eleven minutes, which was eight minutes longer than the standard public comment period and which the commission chair allowed because, as she said on the record, the coalition's analysis was substantive and merited full consideration.

Marcus testified for thirty minutes on behalf of the project.

He was better than she'd expected.

Not in the ways that developers were usually better than expected — not smoother or more polished or more aggressively positive. He was precise. He engaged with the opposition's specific arguments rather than the general opposition, and he had responses to the displacement analysis that were not dismissive but analytical, and when Commissioner Reeves asked about the affordable unit income targeting he gave an answer that was, she noted with professional irritation, accurate and detailed.

The commission deadlocked four-four.

The chair announced that the council would mandate mediation.

Twelve weeks.

Nora walked out of the hearing room and stood in the corridor and thought: twelve weeks in a room with Marcus Kellerman.

She thought: he called her methodology consistent and meant it as a compliment.

She thought: the project is still wrong and she is still going to fight it.

She thought, less comfortably: he was better prepared than she expected and she respects competence.

She went home.

She opened her laptop.

She was @nv_city.

She had a notification from @archwright, who had been her most interesting ongoing argument on urban planning Twitter for six months: a response to her thread about AMI threshold methodology that was, characteristically, analytically rigorous and slightly infuriating.

She began to type.
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The Discovery

She found out on the third day of mediation.

Not dramatically — through the specific mechanism of a familiar phrase in an unfamiliar context. Marcus Kellerman, presenting the developer's revised community benefit proposal, used the phrase "cost burden calculus" in a way that was precise and slightly unusual, and she had seen that exact phrase used in exactly that way in a tweet from @archwright three days before.

She held her pen.

She looked at him across the mediation table.

He was looking at the revised proposal document.

She thought: it's a common enough phrase.

She thought: he used it the same way. The same construction.

She thought: @archwright has been arguing with me about AMI thresholds for six months.

She went home that evening and looked at @archwright's account history.

Urban planning. Mixed-use development. Seattle-specific zoning arguments. A consistent engagement with the complexity of affordable housing financing that was more nuanced than most developers she had encountered. A response to her thread about the Harrison Street project, two months ago, that had been the most substantive pushback she had received from anyone on that side of the argument.

She read his responses differently now.

She typed: [it("@archwright — the CBA framework you're describing in this thread. Are you working on it abstractly or from a specific project?")]

He typed back within twenty minutes: [it("@nv_city — specific. Which is probably obvious from the level of detail. Yourself?")]

She stared at this.

She typed: [it("Same. I think we
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