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Once our neighborhood reached an overall quality of life that could be agreed on as satisfactory by a majority of neighbors, we held a meeting of the community association. The first order of business was to congratulate each other on our hard-earned success at raising the area’s quality of life to such satisfactory levels. We roamed the basement of the church like a cloud of electrons, shook each other’s hands and touched each other’s backs. When everyone was situated again, we breathed a sigh of relief. We had come so far and fixed everything that needed to be fixed for us to finally be a happy community, more or less.

            We even had a large sum of grant money left over from the Department of Business and Economic Development’s previous gift, which up until now had been used for a mural project depicting the neighborhood as a golden city in the clouds. The relief lasted for only a moment, like a gasp, before an awkward void filled the room. It felt like something was missing but none of us knew what. We were unanimously grateful when the Secretary announced the second order of business, which was to brainstorm new problems for the neighborhood to struggle against.

            All of the major issues that had been associated with our part of town – the vacant houses, broken sidewalks, blue lights, addicts, vagrants, transvestites, corner boys, etc. – had been taken care of, more or less. It was like standing on the summit of a tall peak and realizing that you have nowhere to go and are starting to get bored. We were stumped until the florist pointed out how unusually windy it had been as of late. At first the room seemed confused, but soon heads started nodding. “The wind is responsible for breaking several of my best pots,” he said. “Not to mention the uprooting and leaf flutter.” Several home gardeners expressed agreement, as well as the board of the Community Free Farm. Someone mentioned their shutters rattling and another brought up the scattered bits of paper trash she occasionally witnessed taking flight over the road in front of her stoop. The bicycle co-operative also saw the wind to be a quality of life concern that the neighborhood should focus on. Most of us hadn’t noticed these problems, but we could all agree that there had been times when we were cold that we had not wanted to be. So it was not difficult for us to find ourselves getting in line with the general sentiment. “I know my customers will appreciate anything the community can do about the situation,” said the hairstylist.

             Just like that, the anti-wind initiative was launched. 

            Over the next few weeks, a Request-For-Proposals was put together by the Board and a consultant was hired. The consultant said that this was a problem commonly faced by neighborhoods all over the world and he would have no trouble – with the help of several sub-consultants – remedying the situation so our neighborhood would no longer be bothered by the wind. There was a murmur of rising property values among the homeowners in the neighborhood.

            The nets went up on a Saturday. People were out in the street everywhere, looking up. The netting was fastened to the roofs of buildings and telephone poles, every tall tree and church steeple. The nets were made of tan mesh pulled taut like a giant belly crushing the sky.  There were flaps that could be pulled down over the streets to block low level winds. The sun was a faded photograph, muted behind the nets. It was dark in the middle of the day. Right away, we saw this would need to be fixed.

            The consultant said he knew how to fix the problem, but it would cost more money than we had left in the grant. Se we began to apply for grants and to work on a grassroots funding drive within the community to raise money to bring back the sun. We had become excellent at organizing the community by that point and it wasn’t long at all before we had enough money to cut windows into the mesh and sew sheets of transparent plastic into the gaps so the sun – and the moon – could shine through in beams like spotlights and illuminate brightened rectangles all over the neighborhood. Sunrise and sunset became a laser show. People huddled in patches of light to converse. They darted between them at night when they walked.

            The nets had their effects on the animals in the neighborhood also. Squirrels and rats began to climb up the nets, at times falling to smash on the ground like pieces of overripe fruit. Birds disappeared from the neighborhood altogether. Spider webs formed all over the inner surface of the nets but the spiders died off soon after the flying insects left, their bodies still holding on. The sky grew always darker as smoke from automobiles and cigarettes stained the netting.

            The birds were going to be a problem. That was immediately evident. Many of the neighbors were fond of spending time on their stoops or sitting outside at the cafés and restaurants we had work so hard to develop in the community and a lot of those people – I had not known this – enjoyed watching the birds enough to become vocal about it when they flew away. The lack of bees and insects was also causing an apparent problem for the vegetables and flowers.

            More grants were applied for and received. The birds were brought on a Sunday, just as people were getting out of church and walking out into the maze of light thrusted at the neighborhood’s feet. A number of blue vans with a white feather painted on the side pulled through the flaps around the edge of our neighborhood on all sides. Cages were opened and swarms of birds were released, all kinds, thousands of birds – we hired a sub-consultant to tell us the appropriate population – stormed into the dead air like heavy bullets, some of them struggling to fly without wind, others reaching height and colliding with the nets.

            Our sub-consultants had arranged for another set of vans containing insects to arrive moments after the birds were released. This was so the birds would have something to eat. We were trying to be conscious of the ecosystem around us.

            I don’t think we accounted for the lack of aerial real estate – sky – that the birds and the insects were used to, because we were now overpopulated with them. The birds walked about on the ground and flew in low, heavy archs from building to building. The insects were always crashing into the plastic windows on the nets, which were now freckled with black blood. The birds ate dead insect parts off the street when they fell. .  

            It was decided that some wind was necessary, but nowhere near the amount we had suffered through in years past. Large fans were brought in to be placed on rooftops and street corners to create temporary winds that could be turned on and off with a switch. Restaurant owners enjoyed this since they had not been able to waft the scent of their cuisine to potential customers passing by since the nets had been installed.

            The fans were used on a rotating basis and as needed by members of the community. It didn’t take long for most of the fans to be on all the time. Despite the restaurants – there were only a handful - the odor under the nets had become hard to bear. There were dead animals on the ground and stuck in the nets above. Trash never blew through the air but sat in piles and stank.

            A meeting was held where a consensus was reached regarding the removal of the nets. There was a motion to begin a fundraising drive in order to hire a consultant to aid in the sale of the nets to another community, but it was decided that they were likely too far gone to be worth the cleaning and repair. There was the idea of a grassroots effort to clean the animal carcasses and bug legs and smoke stains off the nets ourselves, but most of us had lost our drive at that point. We were willing to organize to cut the nets, but nothing after that. We just wanted things to be satisfactory again.

            That was all months ago. Now things are normal again. We are looking for something to do.
