
CHAPTER ONE

The Spark in the Struggle



Millstone wasn't just a town — it was a warning. Not the kind 
of warning that blared alarms or flashed red lights. No, Millstone 
whispered its caution in the creak of rusted water towers and the 
hollow silence of smokestacks that hadn't coughed smoke in 
decades. The skyline was a jagged silhouette against a gray sky, 
punctuated by skeletal factories and faded billboards that promised 
services long vanished. The air smelled of damp concrete, old iron, 
and a kind of tiredness that seemed to seep into the bones of 
anyone who lived there.

The streets told stories, too. Cracks spiderwebbed across the 
pavement like veins, splitting sidewalks and curling around empty 
lots where weeds had taken over. Buildings that once wore bright 
coats of paint now stood bare and peeling, their colors faded to a 
dull memory. The town had lost its shine, but not its soul — at 
least, not entirely. Dreams here didn't die loudly. They didn't 
collapse in a blaze of glory or shatter with a bang. They lingered, 
like fog in the early morning, visible but just out of reach. You 
could see them, but never quite grab hold.

Robert Phillip Marshall — Phil to everyone who knew him — 
grew up on the south side of Millstone. The houses there stood 
close, like neighbors leaning on each other for warmth in the 
cold. Narrow porches jutted out over cracked concrete steps, and 
the yards were small but carefully tended. It was the kind of 
neighborhood where everyone knew your name, your business, 
and sometimes even your secrets. Phil's house was a modest two-
story, painted a faded blue with white trim, its front door always 
open just a crack.

His mother, Denise Marshall, was the glue — and sometimes, 
the fuel — that held their little family together. She worked 
double shifts as a nurse's assistant at the local hospital, a job that 
demanded every ounce of her energy and then some. But when she 
came home, she somehow found the strength to be everything 
else: cook, tutor, comforter, guide. Phil couldn't remember the last 
time he saw her sit for longer than a few minutes without 
something to do. Yet, no matter how tired she was, his schoolwork 
was always reviewed, his socks were always folded neatly in the 
drawer, and his dreams — though invisible to the naked eye — 
were fiercely protected.

Denise's quiet strength laid the foundation for everything Phil 
would become.



Even as a kid, Phil noticed things other people seemed to 
ignore. He saw the small cracks in the town's facade that no one 
talked about. Like how the corner store clerk didn't bother 
locking the freezer door, not because of theft, but because the 
power kept flickering and spoiling the food inside. Or how 
neighbors traded skills instead of money — a man would fix your 
brakes, and you'd cut his hair in return. Money was a ghost in 
Millstone, and smiles were even rarer, especially when adults talked 
about work. The jobs were gone, the factories silent, and the hope 
for something better had been buried beneath years of struggle.

But what stuck with Phil most — what lodged deep in his chest 
like a stone — was how no one ever asked for more.

He remembered the day the Johnsons moved out like it was 
tattooed in his mind. Mr. Johnson had worked at the textile mill 
for over twenty years. The mill was the heartbeat of Millstone, the 
place that had fed families for generations. But when the mill shut 
down, it wasn't just a factory closing — it was a life unraveling. Mr. 
Johnson's mortgage crumbled with it. Phil stood on the cracked 
sidewalk, watching as the moving truck pulled away. Mr. Johnson 
knelt to hug his daughters goodbye, tears glistening in his eyes, 
then handed the keys to a stiff man in a suit, who looked more like 
a stranger than a neighbor.

That day, something cracked open inside Phil.

He didn't even realize he'd spoken the words out loud until they 
echoed back at him, a shout in the quiet street:

"Why can't we figure out a better way?"

From that moment, Phil's mind refused to rest. He thought in 
systems and solutions, always tinkering — like a mechanic trying 
to fix what the world had given up on. He saw problems 
everywhere and felt a relentless pull to solve them.

By the time he was twelve, he was sketching out a vending 
machine that could heat and serve full meals — a small invention 
to help hungry kids at school. At thirteen, he was flipping second-
hand notebooks with motivational quotes printed on the front 
covers, selling them to classmates who wanted a little extra 
confidence. The posters on his bedroom wall slowly came down, 
replaced with whiteboards filled with plans, shoeboxes full of loose 
change, and stacks of library books on psychology, business, and 
engineering.



By fourteen, Phil was making real money. For boys trying to 
impress their crushes, he created "School Day Prep Packages" — 
hairbrushes, cologne samples, sneaker laces, even mints bundled 
neatly in small bags. It was clever, sure. But more than that, it was 
useful. He got a reputation fast. People started calling him "The 
Kid Who Could Get You What You Need."

Money was nice. But that wasn't really what drove him.

What really got to him — what kept him moving — was how 
powerless everyone else seemed to feel. He hated it.

Still, doubts gnawed at him. No dad around. No mentor to 
guide him. Just instincts. And instincts, as he was learning, didn't 
always help when the bills were due.

Sometimes, he'd sit on the edge of his bed, feet not quite 
touching the floor, and just wonder:

Was it foolish to dream this big in a town this small?

Was he just pretending?

Then something small changed everything.

It was a cold November afternoon when he saw Mr. Hightower 
— his elderly neighbor — struggling to carry groceries up the 
porch steps. Phil rushed to help. Mr. Hightower was grateful, then 
asked:

"Would you mind delivering my groceries every week? I'll pay 
you."

Phil said yes.

By the end of that week, he had two more clients. By the end of 
the month — eleven.

He called it "RPM Delivery." His initials. It also stood for speed 
— reliable, personal, movement. He mapped out routes, set 
delivery windows, and charged just enough to be fair. His old 
Huffy bike carried him up and down the neighborhood. Later, he 
added a trailer. Then brought in a friend with a scooter. It grew.

Millstone started to notice.

Teachers invited him to speak to younger kids. Local business 
owners started nodding at him in passing. His mom? She started 
smiling a little wider when neighbors mentioned his name at the 
laundromat.



Phil didn't know it yet. Not fully. But this was more than just a 
business.

This was the beginning of something far bigger.

He wasn't just making deliveries. He was planting belief — in 
himself, and in a town that had forgotten how to hope.

Because sometimes, ambition doesn't start with resources.

It starts with roots.

Even in a place like Millstone.

The days grew shorter and colder as winter settled in. Phil's 
routine became a rhythm — wake before dawn, bundle up against 
the chill, and pedal his bike through the sleepy streets. The sky was 
a bruised shade of navy and purple, and his breath puffed out in 
clouds. Denise was always up before him, sitting at the kitchen 
table with a steaming cup of coffee, her hospital uniform crisp and 
ready for another long day.

"Don't forget your gloves," she'd say, her voice gentle but firm.

Phil would nod, stuffing the gloves into his jacket pocket, then 
head out. The cold bit at his cheeks, but he pedaled hard, the 
wheels crunching over frost-hardened gravel.

His first stop was always Mr. Hightower's porch. The old man 
waited wrapped in a plaid blanket, a paper bag of groceries at his 
feet.

"Morning, Phil," he'd say, voice raspy but warm.

"Morning, Mr. Hightower. Ready for your eggs and bread?"

"Ready as I'll ever be."

Phil hauled the bag inside, set it on the counter, and listened as 
Mr. Hightower told stories about the old days — dances at the rec 
center, how the mill whistle used to wake the whole town at six 
sharp, the summers when the river was full and wild.

Phil stored those stories like treasures, understanding that 
Millstone wasn't just a place — it was people. People with 
memories, losses, and hopes tucked away like letters in a drawer.

After Mr. Hightower, Phil made his rounds — Mrs. Alvarez on 
Maple Street, who always gave him a slice of banana bread; the 
Parkers, with their baby who needed diapers every week; Ms. 



Greene, who never spoke much but always left a thank-you note 
on the door.

He learned the rhythms of the town — who needed what, 
when. Who liked their apples red, who preferred green. Who could 
pay on time, and who needed a little grace.

He kept a notebook in his backpack, jotting down notes after 
every stop. It wasn't just about deliveries. It was about trust.

Slowly, something shifted. People started to look at him 
differently — not just as a kid, but as someone who mattered. 
Someone who could be counted on.

Phil felt it deep in his bones. For the first time, he wasn't just 
surviving. He was building something.

But ambition is a heavy thing, especially when you carry it 
alone.

Phil's business grew, but so did the pressure. More clients meant 
more responsibility. More money, sure, but also more problems. 
His grades slipped. He missed a science quiz, forgot a homework 
assignment. Denise noticed.

"Phil, you're working hard. Maybe too hard," she said one 
night, her voice gentle but firm.

"I'm fine, Mom. Really."

She sat beside him on the couch, her hand on his shoulder. "You 
don't have to do everything yourself."

Phil looked away. He didn't know how to explain the feeling 
that if he stopped, even for a second, everything would fall apart.

He started staying up later, mapping out routes, balancing the 
books. He recruited his friend Marcus to help with deliveries, 
splitting the profits. Marcus was funny, quick with a joke, but not 
always reliable. He'd forget an address, mix up an order. Phil found 
himself getting frustrated.

"This isn't just a game, Marcus," he snapped one afternoon after 
Marcus delivered the wrong groceries to Mrs. Alvarez.

"Chill, man. It's just groceries."

"It's not just groceries. It's people. They're counting on us."



Marcus rolled his eyes. "Whatever, man. You're taking this way 
too seriously."

Maybe he was. But Phil couldn't help it. He saw what happened 
when people stopped caring. He'd seen it in the empty factories, the 
boarded-up shops. He didn't want to be another person who gave 
up.

But sometimes, late at night, he wondered if he was in over his 
head.

Spring crept into Millstone, slow and shy. The snow melted, 
revealing grass the color of old pennies. The air smelled of mud 
and possibility.

Phil's business kept growing. He saved enough to buy a used 
mountain bike, sturdy and fast. He printed flyers at the library, 
handed them out at church, at the laundromat, at the corner store.

People started calling him, asking for help with other things 
— picking up prescriptions, walking dogs, even fixing a leaky 
faucet. Phil said yes to everything, his calendar filling up.

He learned to delegate. He hired two more friends, taught 
them the routes, the rules. He made checklists, schedules, 
spreadsheets. He felt like a real boss.

One afternoon, after a long day of deliveries, he stopped by the 
rec center. The basketball court was empty, the nets frayed. He shot 
hoops alone, the ball echoing in the quiet.

Coach Simmons, the rec director, watched from the doorway.

"You got a good shot, Phil," he said, stepping onto the court.

Phil shrugged. "I used to play more."

"You're busy these days. I hear things."

Phil smiled, a little embarrassed. "Just trying to help out."

Coach nodded. "That's good. But don't forget to take care of 
yourself, too."

Phil nodded, but he didn't really hear. His mind was already 
racing ahead — to tomorrow's deliveries, to the next big idea.

But success brings attention, and not all of it is good.


