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    For my grandfather, James Parker, whose lessons will always stay with me

      

    



  	
        
            
            "And there's a whole life in that, in knowing that the sun is there."
Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov
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I made my way down a neglected country road where familiar sights lined my view. An old, dilapidated convenience store that had been closed for as long as I could remember sat on the right, while a small row of run-down houses stood on the left. Eventually, I reached my destination and walked past a trailer into its backyard, where I cut across a field of fallen autumn leaves toward a rope ladder. After climbing the ladder into the treehouse that served as a meeting place for my closest friends and me since childhood, I saw that I was the last one to arrive.

“Hey,” offered Marcus with a short wave.

“It’s been a while,” said Leah. She had a subtle smile, and her long auburn hair rested on one shoulder of her green flannel.

It had been a month or so since I’d seen them. Leah and I were busy with community college, while Marcus always seemed lost in some new idea that never came to fruition. I wondered if that was why he asked us to hang out on the brisk October afternoon.

“Yeah,” I replied while taking a seat on the floor. “Hope you haven’t been waiting too long.”

“Nah, I just got here around ten minutes ago. Marcus already told me about some sort of scheme he came up with, though.”

“I wouldn’t call it that. I’ve just been thinking about things.”

“About what?”

“Well, you know how it’s hurricane season, and when we were hit by one last year, you know what it was like.”

“Hopefully this year won’t be as bad. Guess we’ll just ride it out,” I replied.

“Hoping doesn’t solve anything, though. That’s the problem.”

“Well, we’re a small town in the middle of nowhere. Not at the top of anybody’s list.”

“But that’s not how it should be. If we get overlooked, we should help ourselves and the people around here. That’s what I was talking about with Leah.”

“How would we do that?”

“We organize to provide food, water, and other necessities to people in town when things are bad.”

“Anything else, mayor?” Leah asked.

“Well,” Marcus started, brushing off her remark with a short laugh, “I’ve been thinking about starting an organization that helps people in Jefferson Creek, and maybe even other parts of Virginia and the country if it gets big enough.”

Leah looked at me with a puzzled expression, and I couldn’t help but feel the same way. Marcus had never struck me as much of a humanitarian before then.

“Is this some sort of political thing?” I asked, knowing that he had an interest in politics. I wasn’t sure of his exact belief system, but he had gained a reputation as a talented speaker during high school debate club.

“It could eventually be a party that ran candidates, but we would start small and just try to help people locally first.”

“Still a big goal.”

“I know it wouldn’t be something that got off the ground immediately, but we could make a website that laid out our vision, and I could start streaming again to inform people about the group and raise donations.” He had built a respectable audience as a livestreamer at one point. It seemed like a natural fit since it was hard to picture him working a regular job, if you could find one in our age of unemployment.

“I don’t think it’s a bad idea,” Leah conceded. “Just wondering how it would work out.”

“I think I could figure it out. And you guys could help too, if you wanted.”

“How so?”

“Well, I know you’re studying computers, and Leah’s good with writing. I have the public-speaking background, so I thought the three of us could pull something together.”

Neither of us offered a reply, unsure of what to say.

“I know none of us have much ourselves right now,” he continued, “but I want to do something if I can rather than ignoring a bad situation.”

His words rang true to some extent. It was hard to write off all the decay around us as an inevitable part of life.

“I get what you mean. It feels like things have gone downhill even since I was young,” I offered, referring to the decade since I was a kid in the early 2020s.

“Yeah,” he agreed, “because there’s no feeling of community, no sense of hope or purpose.”

“I don’t disagree, but I think people would be skeptical of big promises.”

“Why’s that?”

“We’ve all seen people come to power and pretty much do nothing but let us down.”

“Just shows why something new needs to be tried.”

“Still a lot to take on for three broke kids in their twenties.” Even as I said that, I knew that sitting back and waiting for somebody with a solution didn’t seem to be working.

I glanced at Leah to gauge her feelings on all of this. Her face looked lost in contemplation, and she started speaking after a slight pause. “It’s not the worst idea,” she began. “Maybe it wouldn’t work out, but people seeing others try to help might be enough to make a difference.”

“I guess that’s true.”

“So, you guys are on board then?”

“Not saying I’m all in, but I’m down to help if you need a website.”

“Yeah,” Leah agreed. “Same with the writing part of it.”

“Thanks, I’ll let you know,” he said with a hint of excitement.

Those plans eventually ran their course, replaced by idle conversation as the breezy fall afternoon continued.
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Leah and I made our way home to the same area we had spent our whole lives in. After a period of quiet reflection, she said, “It seemed like you weren’t big on Marcus’s idea.”

I shrugged. “Wouldn’t surprise me if nothing comes of it. You know how many big ideas he’s had.”

“I think there’s something behind this one, though. You can’t deny that a lot of people around here are struggling.”

“Maybe,” I replied, “but there’s only so much we could realistically do.”

Before long, we arrived at the same welcoming green house whose modest front yard I spent a good portion of summer break running around in as a kid.

Her grandma, wearing a jacket despite the mild weather, smiled at us from her rocking chair on the front porch. “It’s good to see you, Owen.”

It had been some months since I last saw her, after thinking about it. “You too, Ms. Dawson.”

“Can’t remember the last time I saw the two of you together.”

She was right. While Leah and I still messaged each other pretty regularly, the two of us hanging out had become a less common occurrence. I guess that’s why walking her to her house that day carried a feeling of warmth and nostalgia.

“You know,” I said, “life gets in the way.”

“But I’m glad,” she said with a slightly mischievous grin. “I started to think that you broke up.”

“Grandma,” Leah said with embarrassment evident, her face a bit flushed.

“Just teasing you,” she replied. She always seemed intent on pushing that line despite our lifelong friendship. “Still, it’s good to see. Reminds me of the old days.”

I couldn’t help but agree. I didn’t realize then how quickly circumstances would pull Leah and me together again.
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