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    To my grandfather, whose quiet faith left footsteps that still guide me.

To every young heart learning that following Jesus isn't about perfection, but about taking the next small step with courage.

And to the friends who walk beside us—reminding us that faith is a journey we never finish alone.
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Chapter 1 — Sneakers by the Door
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Fog in Harbor Glen doesn’t creep; it arrives like a guest with a key—letting itself in, taking the best chair by the window, deciding the world will be soft for a while. On the first Saturday of September, it pressed its hand to our town until the harbor bells sounded like they were ringing from inside a sweater. The forested bluffs hunched like dark shoulders beyond the pier. Pilgrim’s Way—once a working path to the lighthouse, now a decommissioned trail with a careful fence and a sign about erosion—disappeared into the white like a story still being told.

My sneakers waited by the door, mud-flaked and splayed from August miles, laces knotted the way I always meant to fix and never did. I liked the ritual: left shoe first, then right, double-knot with the tug that says we’ll get through this hill, camera bag crosswise, earbuds in, world off. Today, I stood over them like they were a question.

Mom had worked a double at the clinic and slept with one arm over her eyes. Dad had already gone to the hardware store, leaving a thermos rinsed and a note by the sink (Back by two. Don’t let the fog steal you. —D). The house felt obedient—everything in its place—and a little too neat. Grief makes you tidy in weird ways. It had been a month since Grandpa went, and every surface in our duplex gleamed like it was auditioning to be in control.

The box arrived at 8:03 a.m. The mail carrier’s knock sounded apologetic. I opened the door and the fog stepped in first, then the box, then Mrs. Alvarez’s cane thumped the porch two beats behind. She didn’t wait to be invited; none of us do, not really, not in Harbor Glen where your neighbor’s weather is also yours.

“I saw the van,” she said, breath like cinnamon gum and ocean air, hair pinned into a storm-proof bun. “Thought I’d help carry what’s heavy.”

“It’s just a box,” I said, but I let her take one end. The sticker read **From: Naomi Kimani (Aunt Nai), To: Talia Kimani, Contents: Books.**

“Books,” Mrs. Alvarez sniffed, which is how she says medicine. “Your grandfather promised me he’d send his trail journal to the one who would use it.”

The word journal rattled my ribs. We set the box on the table. The kitchen clock wheezed at us like it was trying to remember a joke. I slid a butter knife under the tape. The cardboard sighed.

Inside: wool cap, faded red; a pencil wrapped with tape to keep it from splitting; four maps of the coast with grease pencil circles like comets; and a leather notebook whose spine was cracked enough to look like a smile. On the first page, in Grandpa’s fisherman’s scrawl: Pilgrim’s Way—Notes & Prayers. Under it, taped at an angle, a sticky note I recognized from Aunt Nai’s kitchen drawer:

For the one who will run with Jesus. —G.

I could picture him writing that at his table in Tacoma, elbows out, tongue caught in his teeth like when he baited hooks, eyes wrinkled up like he knew he was making trouble from the good kind.

“Open,” Mrs. Alvarez said. She bossed grief like it was a child in her yard.

The leather warmed under my hands, like the sun had been hoarding itself inside it. The first pages were maps of the bluffs with squiggled lines where Grandpa had found hidden stairs years ago, little Xs marking watch the root and wind takes your cap here. Between the maps, prayers spilled out in short sentences, not fancy.

Thank You for fog that forces us to listen.

Help my knees remember they were made to lift, not lock.

If I find the boy who tagged the old lighthouse rail, let my mouth bless before it lectures.

John 10:27—You talk, we follow. I want to be good at following.

I ran my finger under the verse like a kid. My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me. Pastor Lina had read it last week in youth group and said we could be professional sheep—the kind who hear and move, not the kind who just take pictures of the Shepherd and post them.

“Keep going,” Mrs. Alvarez said, softer now.

The middle chunk of the journal bulged. Grandpa had glued in a folded paper, edges tired. I lifted it free. Across the top, in ballpoint and ambition: Ten Footsteps of Faith. Under it, a numbered list with notes beside each, messy like he’d written while the kettle boiled:

1. **Return what was taken** — library fine; borrowed net from Ruizs; something else?

2. **Sit with the one who eats alone** — the man at the pier bench.

3. Fix what you can reach — stairs at mile 3? rope at lookout.

4. Confess face to face — to Peter about the engine; to God about worry.

5. Feed the hungry you already know — motel families; crew after storm.

6. Sit with the grieving — Alvarez (anniv. of Miguel); Kioni (his mum).

7. Plant what you want to harvest — lettuce boxes at seniors’ home.

8. Wash the feet that wronged you — (ask Lina how literal to be)

9. Give what you wanted to keep — lens fund? time?

10. Finish together — no solo missions; bring kids.

At the bottom he’d scrawled, Didn’t finish—lungs said no. Someone will. Make it a path, not a project.

Mrs. Alvarez made a small noise like a laugh bumped into a cry. “He told me about the list,” she said. “Said he made himself a pilgrimage since the old lighthouse closed. Said the Shepherd didn’t need a building to speak.”

My insides did that thing they do when words find a seat that was there all along. A pilgrimage. Harbor Glen had given anything sacred a time slot and a couch—the church with its folding chairs, the youth room with its couch that smelled like Cheez-Its and prayer. But Grandpa was right; the trail was a church too, if you knew where to bow.

The front door banged and Jojo arrived like percussion—sticks in back pocket, hoodie flapping, face bright with the energy that made teachers love him and planners hate him. “Tal!” he shouted. “I brought cinnamon rolls and questions.” He stopped short when he saw the table. “And plot twists. Whoa.”

“Grandpa’s journal,” I said, like the words would make it less magic. I handed him the list. He read it with his lips moving, then whistled low. “Ten Footsteps of Faith? That’s a mixtape.”

“It’s a list,” I said.

“Everything’s a mixtape if you breathe on it,” he said, sitting backward on a chair. “Okay, Footstep #1 is returning what was taken. Which is wild because my library account is a crime scene.”

Mrs. Alvarez thumped Joan’s shoulder with her cane. “Don’t confess without a plan, drum boy.”

“Percussionist,” he corrected, because he always did. “And I have a plan. It involves forgiveness and possibly a bake sale and definitely your charm, Tal.”

I looked back at the sticky note. For the one who will run with Jesus. The words carried weight but not the scary kind. Like a hand on your back helping you climb the stairs. I glanced at my sneakers by the door and felt my body lean toward them. Running had always been where I heard my own thoughts loud enough to sort them, and sometimes—on the good days—where something better than my thoughts spoke up.

Another knock, softer. Pastor Lina’s head came around the doorframe. She was the kind of youth pastor who knew how to show up without taking the whole hallway with her. Short hair, the sort of eyes that made you think of long roads in good weather. “I was dropping muffins for your mom,” she said, “and Mrs. A told me Harbor Glen was having a moment.”

“Mrs. A tattled?” Jojo grinned.

“Shared the news,” Pastor Lina corrected. “Which is what we’ll call it when you tell on yourself for drum-related crimes. Is that the journal?”

I handed it over. She touched it like it might electrocute her with hope. “I love that your grandpa drew a map and then made sure the compass was Jesus,” she said, mostly to the room. She read the list and tipped her head. “Ten footsteps. That’s almost...liturgical.”

“Do not say liturgical,” Jojo groaned.

“Embodied habits,” she rephrased, smiling. “We talk a lot about hearing God. This is a way of following. John ten: my sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me. It’s a path, not just a playlist you like.”

“My grandpa wrote, ‘Make it a path, not a project,’” I said. The words were braver out loud. “He didn’t finish.”

“You could,” Mrs. Alvarez said, like it had always been my job. “Before Easter,” she added, because she likes deadlines and resurrection in one sentence.

“Easter is seven months away,” I said.

“Plenty of Sabbaths to walk,” she shot back.

We all looked at each other like the air had changed color. I felt the quiet part of me—where I keep the things I don’t say because I’m too busy being helpful—shift. I wanted to run Pilgrim’s Way until I found every place Grandpa had prayed. I wanted to return what was taken, even if what had been taken was small and dumb, like time from a librarian whose day had too many kids and not enough patience. I wanted to sit with Mrs. Alvarez on her porch and hear how the sea had made her both mean and soft.

Jojo read my face like a timer. “You’re in,” he said.

“I’m...curious,” I hedged.

“Tal,” he said, “your eyeballs are doing the *I found my homework but it’s also a treasure map* thing.”

I looked out the kitchen window. The fog had thinned from soup to breath. Pilgrim’s Way would be slick and beautiful. My camera strap brushed my wrist, the way it does when it wants to go somewhere. One foot half-stepped toward my sneakers.

“Before you go,” Pastor Lina said gently, as if she’d reached over and tapped the brake so I wouldn’t speed past the right exit, “pick a way to listen. The Shepherd talks; we forget how to hear. Ten minutes on the bluff? Phones in a tin? The Examen at night—two questions your grandpa used, probably: *Where did I notice God? Where did I resist?* Write the answers. Otherwise this becomes...content.”

“Don’t say content,” Jojo begged.

“Story?” Lina offered. “Pilgrimage? A way of being?”

“I like *way,*” I said, because it felt like the kind of word you could actually walk.

“And tell somebody when you mess up,” Mrs. Alvarez said, cane tapping the tile. “Confession keeps the feet light.”

“Mrs. A is my therapist,” Jojo stage-whispered. She glared at him and slid a cinnamon roll toward her purse.

“Take two,” Lina said, and handed her a napkin.

After they left, I sat at the table with the journal and a feeling like new shoes in my chest. I flipped through the pages. Grandpa’s prayers kept wrecking me in the good way.

Help me listen to the kid who talks to fill the air—maybe he’s keeping something quiet safe.

Forgive me for thinking I’m the fixer; make me a follower.

If I take a photo, let me also take a minute.

I laughed at that last line because my camera roll held a thousand “takes” with zero minutes attached. Photography was where I hid and where I told the truth. Through the lens, I could make Harbor Glen look like it felt inside my best days: edges crisp, fog doing what fog was made to do, people held in a frame that made you realize they were art. But I also used it as a shield. Hide your face behind a Canon and no one notices you didn’t know what to say.

Mom shuffled into the kitchen in scrubs and socks. Her hair made a brave attempt at a ponytail. She blinked at the journal and at my face and pulled me into a hug that smelled like clinic soap and home. “He sent it,” she said into my shoulder, voice thickening. “Of course he did.”

“You okay?” I asked into her sleeve.

“Ask me after coffee,” she said. Then, “He’d be thrilled, you know. You being the one.”

“I haven’t said yes,” I said.

She smiled into her mug. “Tal, you were born saying yes. You just like to pretend it’s still up for debate.”

The clock coughed another minute out. The fog outside lightened to a shade I recognized as permission. I grabbed my camera and the journal. The sneakers looked smug. I pulled them on and double-knot tugged. My fingers found the knot like a priest finds a stole. I wasn’t trying to be dramatic; it just felt true.

“Where you headed?” Mom asked.

“Down to the harbor,” I said, because if I said Pilgrim’s Way it would feel like a promise, and I was still choosing to make it or not. “Maybe the library,” I added, because the list’s first line had set up residence behind my eyes like a headline.

“Take the sidewalk by Mrs. A’s,” Mom said automatically. “They haven’t fixed the pothole.”

“Footstep #3,” I murmured. Fix what you can reach. Add the pothole to the list. The journal sat warm in my palm. I tucked it under my arm and went out into Harbor Glen, which had decided to be visible again.

The street breathed salt and coffee. The pier smelled like work. Jojo texted (DRUM LINE 4 JESUS?) and I sent him a photo of my laces with the caption Running with Him and three sheep emojis even though emojis make me feel like a middle-school youth group flier. A truck rattled past with CITY TRAIL CREW stenciled on the door. The kid in the passenger seat had a cap pulled down and a face like he’d learned not to expect a lot but would be pleasant about it anyway. He saw the camera and lifted a hand in a hello he didn’t make me earn.

Pilgrim’s Way begins with a wooden arch that used to hold a lighthouse volunteer sign-up sheet and now holds love locks and graduation tassels and a brass plate about erosion that people rub for luck. I stood under it and thought about how arches are doors that made a pact with the sky, how they make you feel like you should behave.

The trail was slick and quiet, the kind of quiet that brings your thinking into the same room with your breathing. Moss smeared the rail. Somewhere a gull laughed at a joke only gulls like. I hiked the first quarter mile and then jogged, because motion is how I remember my body belongs here. At the first overlook, the fog lifted an inch and I could see the water throwing itself against rocks like theater.

I put my camera down without taking a picture. Pastor Lina had dared me to do that once a day. Let a thing be itself without making it perform for your feed. I set a ten-minute timer and took the journal out. The page for Ten Footsteps of Faith looked bigger out here. The wind lifted it like a prayer flag. I read John 10:27 again. My sheep hear My voice; I know them, and they follow Me.

“All right,” I said to the white space. “If You’re talking, I want to learn the sound.”

I didn’t hear words so much as an invitation, the kind you feel in your elbows: Walk. Then do the next loving thing you can actually do. Not the internet version. Not the youth group poster. The thing with names and receipts.

Footstep #1: Return what was taken. Grandpa had scribbled *library fine; borrowed net; something else?* The library had forgiven my late returns three times because I was the kid who reshelved books in color order for fun. But last month I’d checked out a photography book and kept it past the due date because it felt like a handheld mentor. Late fees weren’t huge. They also weren’t nothing. And Harbor Glen has a lot of kids whose library cards sleep because fines make them shy.
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