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The Great Parking Garage War of 2024

I have successfully avoided our homeowners' association meetings for most of my adult
life through a combination of scheduling conflicts, sudden illnesses, and what I like to call
"selecttve amnesia." The annual Christmas party and Fourth of July picnic are punishment
enough - making small talk with neighbors about lawn maintenance while clutching a paper plate

of potato salad is my personal definition of purgatory.

But there T was, walking into the hospital auditorium at 6 PM on a Thursday, dragged by
my wife to a "special meeting" about a parking garage that adjoins our neighborhood.
Somewhere in our HOA bylaws, buried between rules about acceptable shades of beige for
exterior paint and the proper height of garden gnomes, there's a covenant requiring the hospital
to get our approval before expanding their parking structure. Nobody knows how this provision
got there. I imagine some long-ago homeowner, possibly under the influence of heavy

medication, insisted on it while the hospital was getting started.

The hospital, being a sophisticated institution that regularly handles matters of life and
death, knew exactly how to handle a roomful of agitated homeowners: they brought food. Not
just any food - hospital cafeteria appetizers. Nothing says "we value your input" quite like

lukewarm meatballs and cheese cubes that have been sitting around since morning rounds.

Tloaded my tiny paper plate with as many meatballs as the laws of physics would allow,
knowing we couldn't bring food into the auditorium. Because apparently, the same room where

medical students watch videos of open-heart surgery can't handle a stray cookie crumb. Speaking
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of cookies - I slipped one into my pocket. My own little act of rebellion against institutional

authority.

As my wife and T found seats among our neighbors, 1 surveyed the room. The hospital
had sent several suits, all with titles longer than their names. This must be serious, I thought, or
at least serious enough to justify missing the football game I'd been planning to watch. The
crowd was growing - about fifty of our neighbors had shown up, which is roughly forty-five
more than attend our regular quarterly meetings about crucial issues like proper trash can

etiquette.

Little did T know I was about to witness a masterclass in community theater, starring a
cast of characters that could only be assembled when the perfect storm of healthcare
administration meets suburban democracy. And at the center of if all, a humble parking garage

dreaming of becoming something bigger.

The meeting began with the hospital's chosen spokesperson, Randy, a man who looked
like he'd drawn the short straw at that morning's staff meeting. Roughly thirty-five and slightly
doughy for a hospital employee (a mystery for another day), Randy approached the podium
clutching a PowerPoint clicker like a shield. He opened with a recitation of his engineering

credentials that felt more like a hostage proof of life video than a presentation.

Meanwhile, Maxine, our HOA president, sat toward the front, armed with a clipboard and
the kind of determination that can only come from being retired with too much time on your

hands. She had that look I recognize from former middle school teachers - the one that says, "1

will maintain order if it kills us all.”
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The first sign of trouble came during Randy's carefully rehearsed presentation about the
new parking structure's "aesthetic integration with the neighborhood landscape." David's hand
shot up like a missile. I'd seen David at previous HOA functions, where he'd once spent twenty
minutes discussing the optimal height for recycling bins. Every neighborhood has a David - the

person who treats community meetings like his own personal TED talk.

Behind David, huddled together like a Greek chorus, sat the Thompson family - father
and two adult daughters, proud owners of three separate houses in the neighborhood. They'd
positioned themselves strategically, forming a triangle of disapproval that would make a
geometry teacher proud. Every time David made a point, one of the Thompsons would raise their
hand in solidarity, as if they were judges holding up scoring cards at the Olympics of

Complatnts.

I glanced at my watch, calculated how many quarters of football I'd already missed, and
settled in for what promised to be an evening of democracy in action. Or at least, democracy's
awkward cousin - the HOA special meeting. The cookie in my pocket was getting smashed, but I

had a feeling I'd need that sugar rush before this drama was over.

The question period began innocently enough, with Randy's cheerful, "Any questions?"
floating into the air like chum into shark-infested waters. Hands shot up so fast I feared someone

would need immediate medical attention - fortunately, we were in the right place for that.

David, naturally, scored first blood. "What about the shadows?" he demanded, as if

exposing a government conspiracy. "Have you conducted a shadow study? What about our
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vitamin D intake?" He then launched into a detailed explanation of photosvnthesis that suggested

he'd recently binged several seasons of "Bill Nye the Science Guy."

Maxine stood to command attention, but like a substitute teacher, it only seemed to
encourage the chaos. The Thompsons, operating with the precision of a synchronized swimming
team, began their tag-team approach to questioning. Father Thompson would ask about
construction noise, Daughter Thompson #1 would follow up about property values, and Daughter
Thompson #2 would demand to know about dust mitigation. Then they'd rotate positions and

start again.

Randy's professional demeanor began to crack. His PowerPoint clicker clicked frantically
through slides, as if somewhere in his presentation was a secret escape hatch. The hospital
administrators in the front row shifted uncomfortably in their seats, suddenly very interested in

their phones. Feeding Randy to the lions was just part of a day’s work.

That's when Jan stood up. Jan, who 1'd previously only known as the woman who wrote
passionate letters to the newsletter about proper tree pruning, had apparently been waiting years
for this moment. "While we're discussing hospital operations," she began, and T could feel

Randy's soul leave his body, "can we talk about those helicopters?”
The room fell silent. Even David's hand lowered slightly.

"Those medical helicopters,” Jan continued, warming to her topic, "they're flying much

too low over our houses.” She paused for dramatic effect. "And they're very loud."
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I couldn't help myself. "I think that's because they're carrying dying people,” I muttered,

just loud enough for my wife to elbow me sharply in the ribs.

Maxine began waving her arms to get attention; it was the kind of workout that would
qualify it for CrossFit certification. The meeting had evolved into something between a town hall
and a hostile takeover, with Randy trapped in the crossfire, still bravely clicking through his

slides about "aesthetic concrete facades” and "green space integration.”

As the evening wore on, it became clear that we had reached that special place where
democracy meets deadlock - the point where everyone has spoken but nobody has listened. The
hospital administrators huddled in the front of the room like football coaches planning a Hail

Mary play. Finally, their strategy emerged: death by committee.

"We've heard your concerns,” Randy announced, his voice carrying the weary optimism
of 2 man who knows his evening could have gone better. "We'll be hiring a PR firm to canvas the
neighborhood and gather additional feedback."” Translation: we're outsourcing this headache to

professionals.

The PR firm would undoubtedly produce a glossy report full of charts and graphs,
proving that a majority of homeowners were enthusiastically in favor of whatever the hospital
had already decided to do. [t would probably include photos of happy families gazing admiringly

at parking structures.

David's hand shot up one final time. "But what about the shadows?" he pleaded, like a

man watching his last conspiracy theory slip away
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The Thompsons huddled together, presumably planning their strategy for the next
meeting, while Jan cornered one of the hospital administrators to discuss helicopter flight paths. I
couldn't hear the conversation, but I'm pretty sure the words "Federal Aviation Administration”

were being thrown around desperately.

Maxine, presumably exhausted, called for adjournment. As we filed out of the
auditorium, I reached into my pocket for that contraband cookie, now reduced to crumbs. In the
end, the hospital would get its new and taller parking garage. The neighbors would get some
extra landscaping and the satisfaction of having been heard. Democracy would march on, one

parking space at a time.

Walking to our car, my wife asked if I thought the meeting had accomplished anything.
considered the question carefully. "Well," T replied, "I learned that Randy really needs to work
on his PowerPoint skills, the Thompsons might want to consider a family hobby, and David has

strong feelings about shadows."

She rolled her eyes, but I wasn't finished. "More importantly, I learned that community
participation is alive and well in America. It's messy, it's inefficient, and it sometimes involves
arguments about helicopter noise. But at least we're still showing up, still arguing, still caring

about what happens in our little corner of the world - even if it's just about a parking garage.”
Then I added, "But I'm never eating hospital meatballs again."

As we drove home. I could have sworn I heard the sound of a medical helicopter
overhead. It did seem to be flying rather low, but then again, it was probably in a hurry. Some

things are more important than property values, after all.



