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    For the runners who resist the shortcut
and choose the trail that tests and shapes.
For coaches who care more about character than clocks,
and youth leaders who tell the truth kindly.
For families learning recovery one honest day at a time,
and friends who walk beside us when the weather turns.
And to Jesus—the Way, the narrow path, the faithful Friend—
keep our steps small, steady, and true.
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Chapter 1 — Harborview’s Hill
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The first thing June Hart hears in Harborview is a foghorn. It moans somewhere beyond the row of cedar-shingled houses and the old cannery that’s been turned into artisan studios with overpriced soap. Salt rides the air. Gulls heckle the street like it owes them rent. She stands on the curb with a box pressed to her ribs and watches her mom wrestle a stubborn key into the apartment door.

“Almost,” Mom says, breath fogging in a thin white thread. “Old lock. New start.”

New start. People said that a lot after Dad left for the recovery center three towns away, like changing nouns—house, school, coast—would rearrange the harder verbs: waiting, not-knowing, forgiving.

The lock relents with a clack. They push into a second-floor place that smells faintly of lemon cleaner and old radiators. Sun funnels through the tall window, pooling on the warped hardwood. June sets down the box beside a couch that looks like it came with the lease and the stories.

“Bedroom’s down the hall,” Mom says. “You can pick.”

June chooses the room with a sliver of ocean between rooftops. She lines up her running shoes on the floor, four pairs with miles like faded tales in their soles. She sets her Bible and a snow globe Dad bought once at a rest-stop gift shop—tiny lighthouse inside, plastic snow forever falling—on the milk-crate nightstand.

Her phone vibrates: a voicemail from Dad. He never calls live, just leaves these messages like paper boats he can fold and float from where he is.

“Hey, Junebug,” his voice says, careful, sober. “Day four at the center. They make coffee strong enough to power a small city. I, uh, read Psalm 121 in group today. ‘I lift up my eyes to the hills...’ You near any hills now? Anyway. I’m trying. I’m... I’m proud of you. Call when you can.”

Hills. June looks toward the window where the edge of Harborview rises like a stubborn shoulder. A hill is a hill. You climb.
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Coach Rivera’s whistle slices the afternoon when June jogs onto the high school’s back field. It’s all mist and sweatshirt breath, the cross-country team bunched near the chain link. A girl with coppery hair does high knees; a broad-shouldered senior jokes about carbo-loading with donuts. A boy in a knit beanie glances at June and offers a quick nod—the runner’s hello.

“You must be Hart,” Coach says, checking a clipboard. His voice has gravel and warmth in it. “Transfer from Westbridge. I’m Rivera. Welcome to Harborview.”

“Thanks.” June hooks a thumb under the strap of her watch. “I ran varsity last year.”

“Good,” Coach says. “You’ll earn it here too.”

He gestures toward the hill. It’s not a mountain, not a cliff, just a winding path that disappears into scrub pines and fog. But the team reacts like someone just mentioned a monster under the bed.

“Team, eyes up,” Coach says. “Every town has its route. Ours has this—”

“The Narrow Road,” the copper-haired girl says, with theatrical doom.

“The Narrow Road,” Coach agrees, not smiling. “Technically the town trail committee calls it Harborview Ridge East. We call it The Narrow Road because it will make you honest. Single-track, switchbacks, no space to fake your pace. If you try to pass stupid, the scrub oak will spank you. If you go out too fast, she will make you pay. Some of you love her. Some of you swear she speaks in tongues of fire.”

Someone snorts. Coach tips his cap.

“First rule,” he says. “We run the whole marked route. No cutting switchbacks. Your captains will model integrity. Your watches don’t matter if your feet lie. Second rule: you listen to your body and to each other. We help, not haze. Third rule: what we do here is training for more than running.”

June’s chest warms at that. She likes rules that are also quietly promises.

They start with drills. Strides across the damp field; hips and hamstrings waking like stubborn students. June’s calves burn in that good, familiar way. She falls into the rhythm, into the stamp of cleats, the ragged laughter, Coach’s occasional barked “Posture!” or “Relax those shoulders!” The beanie boy introduces himself—Micah Alvarez—and points out the captains, Kayden Locke and Hannah Reed, and the copper-haired girl, Tasha, who can talk while climbing like she has spare lungs.

They reach the trailhead: a wooden post with a hand-painted sign, letters cut by someone patient.
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“Warm-up mile to the lookout, recovery mile down,” Coach says. “Varsity cadence but not hero pace. This is a hello, not a proposal. Tasha, you’re watch lead. Kayden, sweep.”

They enter the trees. The trail thins. Pine needles soften the ground; roots reach like knuckles. Fog threads the branches, and the ocean appears and vanishes in the gaps like a shy guest. June falls in behind Tasha, breath in two-beat metronome, arms loose. Her legs argue, then agree. She passes a mossed rock where a painted turtle could live in some kinder season.

Switchback. The path throws itself up the hill, left, then right, then left again. June keeps her cadence and thinks of Dad reading about hills. I lift up my eyes. She lifts them, and there’s the lookout platform—gray wood, weathered flags of caution tape, a view like a postcard someone rubbed thumbprints into. The team clusters long enough to spit jokes and swallow water.

“Alright,” Tasha says. “Down we go.”

Down is the surprise. It demands humility. June places feet carefully as the trail narrows to almost cruelty. She feels the edge of what it means to follow a line instead of decide it. At the bottom her thighs hum, and she grins without asking permission.

Coach blows the finish whistle. “How’d that feel?”

“Like a sermon,” Tasha says. “And I repented.”

Laughter rolls. Coach looks at June. “How about you, Hart?”

She could say a lot. That she likes a trail that tells the truth no matter who’s watching. That her body remembers the shape of effort and is grateful for the chance to try again. Instead she says, “It felt honest.”

Coach’s eyes soften. “Good word.”

He sends them to cool down, and June loops the field with Micah. He asks where she’s from. She says “Westbridge” and then, because he waits without prying, adds, “My dad’s in a program out of town for a bit.” The words are a pebble in her mouth that she finally sets down.

Micah doesn’t wince. “My little sister’s got asthma that freaks out in the cold. We keep Albuterol like some people keep sugar.”

There’s a lot they don’t explain, and it’s enough.
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Wednesday night youth group meets in the basement of Harborview Community Church, which smells like coffee, crayons, and the kind of carpet that has seen a thousand sock-footed games of four square. Fairy lights rope across the ceiling. Ms. Loren, the leader, is young enough to wear high-tops and old enough to remember what it meant to wait for dial-up. She sets a stack of Bibles on a metal chair and drums her fingers on the top one.

“Theme this semester,” she says as kids slide into folding chairs, “is walking the hard-but-good way with Jesus.”

She writes on a whiteboard in brisk caps: THE NARROW WAY.

June flinches at the echo. Ms. Loren sees, somehow, and smiles like they share a secret.

“Most of us,” Ms. Loren says, “like wide roads. They’re easier to merge onto, right? Very forgiving of swerves. Jesus says there’s a way that feels crowded and easy and it ends in loss. There’s another way that feels small under your feet and honest, and it ends in life.”

She reads Matthew 7:13–14. June traces the words in her own Bible, ink ghosting from the page before where Dad once underlined something. The letters, in this room that smells like too many Wednesday nights, feel heavier than ink.

“What makes a road narrow?” Ms. Loren asks.

“Rules,” someone says, groaning the way only a junior boy can.

“Boundaries,” a girl adds, tugging her sleeve over her hand.

“Purpose,” says Micah, from two rows over, and when Ms. Loren raises an eyebrow he shrugs. “Like, if you’re going somewhere real, you don’t need a lane for every option.”

“Good,” Ms. Loren says. “What else?”

“It keeps you honest,” June hears herself say, before she knows she’s speaking. Heads turn her way. Her cheeks heat. “I mean, on a narrow path you can’t fake the pace. You either climb or you stop. If you try to cheat, someone sees. Or a tree does.”

Laughter pops. Ms. Loren grins. “Trees keep good records.”

They talk about Jesus and small gates, about how following Him might mean regular repentance instead of dramatic speeches. Ms. Loren tells a story about making one quiet, faithful choice when no one’s filming. They pray with their hands open like they’re giving something back to God that never fit in their pockets anyway.

After, kids swarm the snack table. Someone starts a worship chorus on a beat-up guitar. June hangs back, fingers on the edge of a chair, feeling the hum inside her resolve into something that might be courage. Dad said he was trying. Maybe the word for both of them is walking. One step that doesn’t look like much. One more.

She catches Ms. Loren on her way to break down the mic stand. “Hey,” June says. “Thanks. For... the trees keeping records thing.”

Ms. Loren laughs. “All credit to a childhood bruise and a maple tree.” Then she looks at June more closely. “I’m glad you’re here. Running or not, there’s room to breathe.”

June nods, swallowing. “I want to make varsity,” she blurts, and the smallness of the goal compared to the bigness of everything else makes her feel foolish. “Sorry. That sounded... shallow.”

“Wanting to run hard isn’t shallow,” Ms. Loren says. “It’s a place to practice faithfulness. The narrow way doesn’t despise your lane. It just asks you to be honest in it.”

Honest. There it is again. June pictures the sign at the trailhead, the arrow pointing up into fog she couldn’t see through but could move in. She feels the ache in her calves and the careful warmth of her mom’s smile and hears her dad’s voice: I’m trying.

“Okay,” June says, mostly to herself. “Okay.”

On the walk home, streetlamps make coins of light on wet pavement. The foghorn sounds again—low, constant, like a heartbeat you can hear if you put your ear to the town. June steps around a puddle, then into the next one on purpose, just to see the ripples spread and vanish. The apartment windows glow when she turns the corner. Upstairs, her shoes wait in a line like little boats at dock.

She pulls out her notebook and writes a sentence at the top of a clean page.

Vow: Make varsity. Not at any cost—at the right cost.

She underlines right and lets the pen rest.

The Narrow Road, Coach said, will make you honest.

“Good,” June whispers, and sets her alarm for dawn.
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