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    For anyone who has ever chased one dream while quietly loving another—
for the ones who learned that it's okay to want more than one future.
This book is for you, and for the courage it takes to run, pause, look around, and choose yourself anyway.
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Chapter 1 — Blocks and Blind Spots
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The track woke before the town did. Mist hung over Lane Four like a rumor and the metal bleachers clicked with the night’s leftovers, expanding in the first thin light. Riley Cortez trotted out from the equipment shed with her spikes tied together, slung over one shoulder, and a half-warm Gatorade bottle thumping her thigh. She always showed up early enough to see the sky decide on a color. The world felt cleaner when no one else had touched it yet.

She sat on the curb by the start line and bent to lace. Double knot, tug, tuck the extra lace under. She had her rituals. They weren’t superstition; they were a way to stack the morning into something she could climb. Breath in for four, out for four. Press thumbs into the knot until it bit back. Stand. Reach up, roll shoulders. Count the steps to the blocks. Twelve. She had measured them. She had measured everything.

Coach Delaney’s silhouette appeared at the gate, a baseball cap with a life underneath it. He carried a clipboard and the coffee he drank like it owed him rent. “Cortez,” he called, voice roughened by sleep or yelling at games last night. “You beat the sun?”

“It wasn’t a fair race,” she said, and he grunted, which in Coach meant good morning.

He set the blocks for her without asking. That was another ritual: the first few weeks he’d told her to do it herself—know your tools, know your angles. By November he did it for her because he knew her angles too.

“Warm-up laps,” he said. “Two easy, two with pickups. Then we’re living at 400 pace.”

“Copy,” she said. She jogged a steady half and let the track write its promise into her legs. The first lap smelled like cut grass and someone’s laundry detergent sneaking over from the houses on Birch. On the second, the football sleds under the scoreboard gave off a cold metal tang. By the third, Coach had turned on the stadium speaker to static and then to nothing, just to remind the morning who was in charge.

Riley checked her watch at the quarter and half, flicked her eyes at the split, and tucked the number behind her ribs like a talisman. If the official scholarship standard was a clean 55.90 for the 400, then the number really meant 26.8 at the 200 and 40-something at the 300 if the wind played nice. If the mascot on the scholarship form looked like a medieval bishop in blue and gold, Riley made herself not care. Numbers mattered; mascots didn’t.

She was not spectacular to look at. She didn’t glide. She looked like someone trying hard, like a person willing to make a bargain with discomfort and pay it on time. On sprint days, she thought of the curve as a conversation and the straightaway as a dare. She didn’t say any of that out loud because it sounded like something a coach would mock gently, but it was how her body understood running: angles and arguments, a physics class where you only passed if you kept moving.

“Blocks,” Coach said when she finished the last pickup. He flipped a page on his clipboard, the paper sound the same every year. “Two at race pace. One at stupid pace.”

She grinned. Stupid pace meant the kind of effort that made your lungs feel like a lit match and your vision taste like pennies, a sprint so greedy for oxygen you could hear your blood. She loved–hated–loved it. It told the truth about what she had. She chalked her fingers and set them behind the line. She bounced twice, rolled her head, set her feet on the blocks like answering a question.

“Set,” Coach said, and the morning shrank to a point.

When the gun cracked–not a real gun but the electronic pistol that coughed light and sound in the same instant–she went. Arms like pistons, hips tall, chin tucked. Do not look at anyone, do not look at anything except the lane. She hit her stride at the 80, fell into it at the 120, promised herself at the 200, and bargained shamelessly at the 300. On the straight, she counted steps. She always counted steps; numbers were a rope she could hold when her legs tried to let go.

She crossed and stumbled and told her feet to keep moving so the lactic acid wouldn’t take up permanent residence. Coach clicked his watch and said nothing for a beat, which meant he was deciding whether to be pleased out loud.

“Fifty-six nine two,” he said finally. “In December. In flats last week you were fifty-eight and change. Okay.” He made a mark. “Again.”

The second start line hum was lower. She could feel the threshold between hard and foolish hovering two inches in front of her mouth. She hit it anyway. Fifty-six seven one. Coach’s mouth twitched like someone trying not to smile on principle.

“Stupid,” he said. “Make it stupid.”

She did. She pushed like no sensible person pushes at 8:02 a.m., and at 200 meters she made a face she’d never make anywhere else and then made it sharper. Fifty-six two nine. Not the number, not yet. But in December? The number had her phone number.

Coach nodded once. Approval had to be earned and would not be repeated too many times for free. “We’ll keep building. You keep eating miles. Stay boring.” He slashed a line on the clipboard like an artist refusing frill. “Listen.”

Riley bent over, hands on her knees, and listened because to pretend you had room for polite conversation after that was to disrespect your lungs. He let her breathe three times, four, five.

“You’re the school’s best shot at state since ’09,” he said. “Don’t let anything cute steal your oxygen.”

She made her mouth flatten like focus. Inside, the sentence lit up in her chest like a sign. She adored being told things you could print on a T-shirt: best shot, state. Those words traveled well. They opened doors disguised as afternoons in weight rooms and nights with ice buckets. She loved the way they cut the world down to a strip of track and a clock.

“Nothing will knock me off pace,” she said. It wasn’t bravado. It was a vow shaped like a sentence.

Coach held her with a look that said he’d seen a hundred vows and every way they could go wrong. “Good,” he said. “Get to school. Stretch. Eat actual food. No diner fries for breakfast.”

“I hate fries for breakfast,” she lied.

The day stacked itself as usual: first period English where Mr. Keegan looked at her like sentences deserved the same respect as splits; APUSH where Mrs. Danner said the word federalism like a threat; Pre-Calc where Riley’s body stopped listening and the graph yawned. She didn’t think in ellipses or metaphors at school; she thought in schedules. Between third and fourth she ran the stairs to keep her quads honest. Fifth period she ate a protein bar the way you eat cardboard: with intention. Sixth period study hall she watched film of last year’s 4x400 state final on her phone under the desk—how the second leg floated the backstretch so the third had somewhere safe to land, how the anchor’s face was all quiet murder.

After last bell, she took the long way to the diner. It wasn’t far—Bramble Ridge wasn’t far from anything—but she liked slipping down Locust where the afternoon sun sewed gold into the pane glass of the bookstore and the barbershop window made a fish-eye of the street. The camera sat in her backpack like a secret animal: a thrifted Pentax K1000 her uncle had given her after she’d taken two hundred phone photos of her shoes. She didn’t know it well yet. She knew how to wind the lever, how to feel for the harder click when she’d reached the end of a roll. She knew it added weight to her bag, as if her books had become physical manifestations of a whim she wasn’t willing to touch in public.

The diner had a sign above the door that said HARLOW’S in teal letters half chipped to white. Inside it smelled like coffee at all hours and cinnamon toast at the hours when breakfast and lunch were trying to be the same thing. Plastic plants, a pie case, the curve of the counter that made everyone’s shoulders drop when they slid onto stools. The ceiling fans turned slow enough to keep secrets.

A new thing stood just inside the entrance: three rolling panels dressed like a science fair but with framed photos clipped to wires. A little card read POP-UP GALLERY — COMMUNITY CENTER WORKSHOP — Instructor: A. Adler. The images were all of Bramble Ridge, but sharper, more itself. A woman at the laundromat doorway laughing so hard the picture shook. A kid’s hands chalky from hopscotch. The river in winter, ice sheeted like tempered glass. Riley stepped closer without meaning to.

“You see it?” a voice asked. Mr. Adler, according to the card. He stood ten feet back, hands in jacket pockets, posture like someone used to not scaring skittish animals. He was maybe thirty, hair doing its own thing, camera strap across his chest like a seatbelt. His eyes had that calm you got from spending time behind glass.

“It’s good,” Riley said, which was both too much and not enough.

“Good is the last adjective,” he said. “Start with what it does to you and we’ll chase craft after.”

She looked at the laundromat picture again. “It feels like she laughed so loud even the machine stopped to listen.”

He smiled, one corner. “That’s better than good.”

Riley glanced toward the kitchen where her mom’s ponytail swung past the heat lamp, the hairnet forgetting what it was hired to do. “My mom works nights,” she said, and hated herself for the weird impulse to explain. “I do homework in that corner sometimes.” She jerked her chin toward the booth by the window where the seat had a permanent crease that fit her like a palm.

“Homework must love coffee,” Mr. Adler said lightly. He touched one of the frames, just the wire. “I do a workshop at the community center twice a week. Beginners. Or not. Cheap.”

“I’m not—” she started, then stopped. She wasn’t sure what she was not. Not a photographer. Not a beginner to beginnings.

“You don’t have to be anything yet,” he said, like he’d heard the part she hadn’t said. “You can just show up and point the machine at what moves you.”

Riley made a face to cover the fact that the words had landed. “Machines don’t feel,” she said.

“People do,” he said, and let it be its own proof. “If you want, we’re on Thursdays at six. No one will make you show anyone anything.”

She shouldn’t have liked him. She had a Coach already and Coach had told her not to let anything cute steal oxygen. But Mr. Adler wasn’t cute like a distraction. He was sharp like a knife that sliced excuses thin.

“I’ll think about it,” she said, which in the diner meant maybe and in Riley meant no unless yes arrived with a logical plan and a spreadsheet.

The busboy—Jesse, who went to Riley’s school and wore his hair like he’d lost a fight with a whisk—ran past with a tray of empty glasses. One wobbled, started to fall. He caught it with a laugh that wasn’t for anyone but himself. His head tipped back; for a second the light in the window landed in his open mouth like sunlight had a place to sit. The moment shone and was about to be gone.

Riley’s hand went into her backpack like it had been trained in secret. Camera out, thumb on the film advance, lens cap off (she had forgotten once and never forgave herself), frame, breath, click. The shutter sound was a small, decisive thing. It made her heart hop in a way running never did.

Jesse looked over, surprised. “Was I in that,” he asked, half delighted, half horrified.

“Nope,” she lied, because the picture felt like a fragile animal and she didn’t know what to do with a truth that had pounced out of her so fast. “Just testing if it works.”

“Does it?” he asked.

“It does,” she said, and felt the statement gallop ahead, making more room than she’d given it permission to.

Her mom swung by the booth and dropped a kiss on Riley’s hair without putting down the coffeepot. “Table five wants decaf that doesn’t taste like betrayal,” she said. “How was the track?”

“Alive,” Riley said. “Coach says... he says state.” She tried to keep the proud out of her voice and failed. It leaked; her mother smiled like someone who’d been cold all week and just found sunlight in their pocket.

“You do the work, mija,” her mom said. “The rest is weather.”

Riley ate a grilled cheese so perfectly square it could have been protractor-approved and knocked out half a Shakespeare essay that wouldn’t ship until Monday. Every so often her gaze drifted to the gallery. The lamplight caught different photos as the evening moved; the river’s ice went from polished to menacing and back again. She imagined Mr. Adler holding a camera, telling beginners—no one will make you show anyone anything—and she hated the way it sounded kind rather than weak.

Coach’s voice lived in the back of her head like a mentor ghost: Stay boring. Don’t let anything cute steal oxygen. A part of her wanted to staple that sentence to her forehead so nothing could get in. Another part wanted to take the sentence down and write something under it in smaller print: Except maybe one thing.

The regulars arrived with their usuals. Mr. Whitman the history teacher orderer of meatloaf and lectures. Ms. Ritchie from speech therapy who always used the word practice like a secret door. A woman Riley didn’t know who carried a grocery store cake with sorry I ruined your coat piped in buttercream, the apology fat and sincere.

Riley slipped a hand into her backpack for the camera and kept it there, touching the cool edge with two fingers the way you check if a stove is on. She told herself it was just... having something to hold besides a pen.

Around nine, Coach swung in for pie to go; he had a pie punch card like a teenager and the staff had stopped teasing him about it only because he’d
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