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  Forward


It is impossible to step twice into the same river, for it is not the same river and he is not the same man.
—Heraclitus 







  
  One


The day matched the occasion. Smoke-gray clouds encased the cemetery. A murder of crows sat in a nearby maple tree, stripped of its leaves. A row of black sentinels, uncharacteristically silent. Watching. 
In the gloom of the gray day, no one smiled. For fifty years the town of Lazy Rivers had alternated between the hope that Zach Nelson was still alive and resignation that Zach had died. 
Now it was settled. Zach had died. Not at the hands of a kidnapper, but from the cruelty of a disease that couldn’t be outrun. No one was happy.
The three Rivers women stood together, their breath making puffs of air in the cold. Serenity stood between her mother and her daughter Samantha, their linked hands providing strength as they worked to block the flood of images and emotions radiating from the mourners.
Some memories slipped through despite their efforts. A young Zach teaching Alex to ride a bike. Someone slapping dinner down on a table in anger. But strongest of all were the ones people had of Zach’s last weeks, when he’d finally come home to die in the town he’d spent a lifetime avoiding.
Elizabeth Rivers squeezed her daughter’s hand as another wave of memories threatened to break through. She was stronger now than she’d been last summer when she’d feigned serious illness to bring Serenity and Samantha home. 
But today’s gathering tested the limits of her recovery. Still, she wouldn’t leave. The Rivers women were no longer running away. 
On Serenity’s other side, Samantha struggled to maintain her own barriers. Of the three, she was the least practiced at controlling their shared gift. Growing up, Samantha had run from crowds just as generations of Rivers women had done. But things were different now. 
A few townspeople still looked at them with suspicion, still whispered “witches” behind their backs. But others understood, or at least accepted. Those were the ones who recognized how much courage it took for the Rivers women to be part of a gathering that overflowed with five decades of memories, all centered on the man they were laying to rest.
On the other side of the grave, Mama Tate stood with her son Tom and his husband, Brad, keeping watch over her friend Elizabeth Rivers. They were two groups of three, forming their own small island in the sea of mourners. 
Mama’s heart swelled with gratitude that Lizzy wasn’t the one they were burying today. It could have been. Last summer’s “illness” might have become real if Lizzy’s plan to bring her daughter home hadn’t worked.
But it had. More than any of them could have imagined. Serenity and Sam’s return had started something—like a stone dropped in the still waters of Lazy Rivers, sending ripples that brought others home.
Matthew Nelson, John Carver, and finally Zach himself had returned. Each return had uncovered another layer of the town’s buried secrets, until the truth about the missing boys had finally surfaced.
Now, watching Matthew Nelson standing behind Lizzy, Mama felt a flutter of hope. He was the first man in generations to refuse to accept the Rivers women’s practice of isolation.
 “Some memories are worth the risk,” he’d told Lizzy when he returned. The love between them was visible to everyone, although they still lived apart—a compromise for now.
Tom leaned in closer, as if reading her thoughts and wanting to provide comfort. Her son had his own experience with choosing love over fear. He and Brad had walked that path in Lazy Rivers years ago. 
Now they ran the nursery together, the place where so many of last summer’s revelations had begun. The old oak tree still stood at the edge of the property, its carved symbol a reminder of how the past reaches into the present.
Brad leaned in closer to whisper, “Randy’s watching Sam again.”
Mama followed his gaze to where John Carver’s son stood, trying not to be obvious about his attention to Serenity’s daughter. Randy reminded her of his father—though John’s long-held love for Mama had remained unspoken. Maybe Randy would be braver. The way he looked at Sam was the same way Matthew looked at Lizzy—as if no gift or curse could be stronger than love.
But today wasn’t for romance. Today was for saying goodbye to a man who’d spent fifty years trying to save other boys from the fate he’d escaped, never realizing that his own brother needed saving from the pain of his absence. 
At least they’d had these last few months together, Mama thought. She had seen how Alex came alive during those last months, as if finding his brother had filled a hole he never thought could be filled.
But what would he do now?
In the back of the gathering, Joseph and Betty Jean stood together, their hands openly clasped. No more hiding their love in the shadows of the diner after hours. Unconsciously, they moved closer together as the song began. They knew how secrets could either destroy or heal, depending on how they were brought to light, but they had survived the revealing of their secrets.
But they couldn’t stay away. Zach had been part of their lives, too. Actually, more than anyone else’s here, since they were his contacts while he was gone. Betty Jean hoped that one day Alex would come to them and ask for more information about his brother. 
Joseph and Betty Jean looked younger, as if the weight of decades of secrets had been physically lifted from their shoulders. Their part in helping the missing boys had been reduced to probation after the grown men they had helped testified about being saved from abusive homes, along with Jimmy Hunter’s safe return, they had been given a second chance at life.
The truth about Joseph’s father, Big Mike, and his misguided mission to “save” boys from their families had finally come to light. With those revelations, the town had released a collective breath they’d been holding for fifty years, finally free from the whispered fears of a killer in their midst.
Still, there was something in the air today besides grief. Lizzy felt it—a tension that had nothing to do with Zach’s passing. 
Something had changed, and it was coming directly towards her. Lifting her head, Lizzy saw a young man moving quietly through the cemetery, purposeful but hesitant, as if he carried a message he both needed to deliver and dreaded sharing.
A shiver ran through her, and Serenity put her arm around her, thinking Lizzy was cold. But she hadn’t shivered from the cold, but from the edges of the memory the man was bringing.






  
  Two


Alex stood alone beside his brother’s grave, his fingers tracing the freshly carved letters of Zach’s name. Fifty years of searching, seven months of knowing, and now this: words etched in stone. It didn’t seem enough. But then, no amount of time would have been enough. 
The winter wind cut through his coat, but Alex welcomed the bite of cold. Unlike the Rivers women who had to shield themselves from the flood of memories, he wanted to feel everything. Every moment, every memory, every ache of loss. That’s what he was used to—feeling too much and showing too little.
He had been five when his brother disappeared, young enough that his memories of Zach had faded like old photographs, becoming less real with each passing year. Until Serenity. She had given him back pieces of his brother he hadn’t known he’d lost.
In those last weeks, she would sit with them, her slender hand holding Zach’s, acting as a bridge between past and present. Through her, Alex had seen his brother teaching him to tie his shoes, defending him from schoolyard bullies, standing between him and their father’s rage. Each memory she shared was a gift, bringing his brother back to life even as they watched him slip away.
Zach would smile and nod as she described these moments, too weak near the end to tell the stories himself. Sometimes Alex caught his brother watching him during these sessions, as if making sure Alex knew that every memory was true, that he had always been loved, always been protected, even from a distance.
Now, standing in the bitter January wind, Alex felt the weight of his gratitude to Serenity—and the heavier weight of what he couldn’t tell her. His feelings for her had only grown stronger as she helped him piece together his past. But those same feelings terrified him. What memories would she see if he got too close? The years of anger? The walls he’d built? The nights he still woke up calling his brother’s name?
Or worse—would she see how often he thought of her, how he struggled to keep his distance when everything in him wanted to move closer? Every time she caught someone’s memory, he saw how it affected her, the way she had to steady herself against the impact. How could he risk letting her see into his mind, his heart, when there was so much darkness there?
He envied Matthew Nelson’s courage. The man had looked Elizabeth Rivers in the eye and said the words Alex couldn’t bring himself to say to Serenity: “I don’t care what memories you see. I’m not leaving.” Matthew had refused to be pushed away like all the men before him, had refused to let the Rivers women’s generations-old practice of isolation continue.
Matthew stood with Lizzy now, close but not touching—a careful dance they’d worked out since his return. He’d come back to Lazy Rivers not just for Elizabeth, but to claim his right to know his daughter and granddaughter. He returned to break the cycle of Rivers women getting pregnant and sending the men away before they knew they had created a child, together.
Alex watched them together, seeing how Lizzy bloomed under Matthew’s steady presence, even though they still lived apart. “Just in case,” Lizzy would say, but everyone knew it was more habit than necessity now. They were rewriting the old rules, one careful step at a time.
He wasn’t alone in his struggle with loving a Rivers woman. Randy Carver had the same look in his eyes when he watched Sam that Alex recognized in his own mirror—hope mixed with fear, determination warring with doubt. But Randy was younger, maybe braver. Alex had seen him moving closer to Samantha day by day, as if he’d decided some memories were worth the risk of making together.
Alex envied that too—the clarity of youth, the willingness to risk everything for love. He’d spent too many years building walls, protecting himself from feeling too much. Now those same walls kept him from reaching for what he wanted most.
The first strains of “Amazing Grace” lifted into the winter air, the clear soprano voice cutting through his thoughts like sunlight through ice.
That’s when he saw him—a young man moving through the crowd with purpose, something about his careful movements setting off every instinct Alex had honed over his years as police chief. The young man moved like someone who knew exactly where he was going.
Like someone who belonged.
Alex watched the man thread his way toward the Rivers women, noting how he barely glanced at the headstones he passed, as if he’d walked this path before. 
Before Alex could move, the stranger had reached Elizabeth. The change in Lizzy’s face stopped him in his tracks. Not fear—Alex knew fear, had seen it too many times not to recognize it. This was different. Recognition, yes, but something deeper. The kind of look someone gets when a door they thought was locked forever suddenly swings open.






  
  Three


Lizzy reached for the young man’s hands—a gesture so unlike Lizzy that Alex took a step forward. The Rivers women never initiated contact, too wary of the memories touch could bring. But Lizzy held the stranger’s hands tight, as if anchoring herself against whatever words he bent to whisper in her ear. 
Beside her, Serenity stiffened, and Alex knew she must have caught a memory. But whose? The stranger’s? Her mother’s? Or something older, something that had been waiting years to surface? He’d learned last summer how memories could lie dormant like seeds, waiting for the right moment to bloom.
Then the man was gone, disappearing between the headstones as the last notes of “Amazing Grace” faded into the winter air. Lizzy stood frozen, her hand pressed against her throat, until Serenity touched her arm. The look mother and daughter exchanged made Alex’s pulse quicken. He knew that look. He’d seen it last summer when the first hints of truth about the missing boys began to surface.
Whatever peace they’d found after solving that mystery was about to be disturbed. Alex moved closer, unable to stop himself. After all these years as police chief, he’d learned to trust his instincts. And every instinct he had screamed that this wasn’t over. The stranger might have vanished, but something had been set in motion. 
Serenity shivered, but like her mother, not from the cold. She had glimpsed just the edges of a memory: a summer twilight long ago, a young girl with dark braids running down a dirt road, moonlight catching on something gleaming at her throat. A promise made and broken. The memory had slipped away before she could grasp more, but she’d felt its weight.
She looked at her mother. Lizzy’s fingers pressed against her throat, exactly where something had gleamed in the memory. Not a coincidence, Serenity thought. Nothing ever was with memories this strong. They surfaced for a reason, like rocks revealed when a river runs low. 
But Serenity knew there was no stopping something once it started. Some mysteries were like the river their town was named for. They might look lazy on the surface, but underneath currents ran deep and strong. The stranger’s appearance today was just the first ripple. Something had begun. Was it something good or something bad? 
The wind picked up, carrying the promise of more snow and something else. Change. She could feel it in the air, the way she’d felt it last summer when she’d first returned home. That time, it had led them to uncover the truth about the missing boys and had shown her that running from her gift was more costly than facing it.
Serenity moved closer, taking Lizzy’s hand. “Mom?” she whispered. “What did he say?”
Before Lizzy could answer, Randy appeared beside them, offering Sam his coat. As Serenity watched her daughter accept it with a shy smile, she felt Alex’s presence behind her, solid and reassuring, even though he kept his distance. 
They had all changed since last summer. The Rivers women were no longer running from their gift. And they were trying to stay still for love. But some memories still slept like seeds in frozen ground, waiting for the right moment to awaken. 
A crow lifted off from the bare maple, its wings cutting through the heavy air. One by one, the others followed, their departure sending a shower of crystalline snow from the branches. The flakes caught the weak winter sunlight, creating a momentary rainbow that arched over the cemetery.
As the last of the mourners drifted away, Serenity caught one more flash of memory: a woman, young and beautiful, making a vow beneath a summer moon. She wondered whose memory it was. 
One thing she knew was that this year spring and the thawing of memories would arrive early to Lazy Rivers. They needed to be ready.






  
  Four


His truck was parked on the back road that curved around the cemetery. Like him, it was dark gray and unremarkable—designed to blend in. Unless someone walked to the edge of the hill, no one would see him watching. He leaned against the truck, letting the winter wind clear his head as he looked up at the rows of graves marching up the hillside. 
This place held too many memories. He had once played hide and seek with friends between the stones, making up ghost stories about the names they read. Later, it became a different playground—couples finding privacy in the shadows, sharing first kisses and whispered promises. The town had always turned a blind eye. Lazy Rivers was good at that—pretending not to see what it didn’t want to acknowledge. 
He had met Zach when he was ten. That day was burned into his memory—the man with kind brown eyes offering him a chance to leave, to escape. But he couldn’t abandon his grandmother. So he’d stayed, learned to survive his father’s rages, to protect the only person who truly loved him. Until that day when everything changed.
The trial was quick. His father went to jail. His grandmother... Tyler’s hands clenched at the memory of her lying so still in that hospital bed, machines breathing for her. Not dead, but not alive either. What could a teenage boy do for someone lost in the twilight between life and death? Nothing. So he’d left, carrying his guilt like a stone in his chest.
Until the phone call that changed everything. Now he was back, and the message delivered to Elizabeth Rivers. What she did with it wasn’t his responsibility. He’d done what his grandmother asked. 
But something kept him here, watching, waiting. Maybe it was the way Lizzy’s face had changed when he whispered his grandmother’s name. Or maybe he hoped to find a place to call home again. Or—his greatest wish—maybe his grandmother would wake up, and all would be well.
Behind him, the river gurgled its endless song, winding past the Rivers house toward Spring Falls and Silver Lake. He’d always wondered which came first—the name of the river or the Rivers women. They were as much a part of this town as the water itself, flowing through generations, carrying secrets like the river carried fallen leaves.
Things were different now. The Rivers women were trying to be part of the community instead of hiding from it. Lizzy had started it, and now Serenity and Sam continued that change. It was good, he thought, even though their gift terrified him. Maybe they could help his grandmother, if he could bring himself to stay long enough to find out.
The river had almost taken him once. He’d followed it all the way to Silver Lake, thirteen years old and desperate to escape. But when he reached the lake, the river spreading out into the still water, he’d known he had to go back. The truck driver who gave him a ride home had seen something in his face. “Are you okay, kid?”
Tyler had bitten back the truth. He wanted to say, “No, please take me away from here.” But he’d heard his grandmother’s voice in his head, imagining her tears, her fear. So he’d nodded, gritted his teeth, said thank you, and walked away from freedom.
His father hadn’t even noticed his absence. He was passed out in some hunting cabin with his drinking buddies. But his grandmother had. Tyler could still feel her arms around him, the way she’d clung to him for hours, whispering “Thank God, thank God” into his hair. How could he have left her after that?
Freedom. That’s what he had walked away from that day. Duty had brought him back. So he’d stayed. Until that terrible day. The doctors had been kind but clinical. 
“We’ll call if anything changes. Are you sure this is what she’d want? Living like this?” 
“Is there a chance?” he had asked. 
When they’d said yes, he’d said yes too. Because his grandmother had taught him that hope was sometimes all you had. Maybe someday she’d wake up, and when she did, he’d come home. Until then, he’d use the memory of her love for him as a barrier against the loneliness.
And then that day had come. One phone call had changed everything. Again.
Now he watched as dozens of silver balloons were released in the air. He envied their freedom, even as he accepted that his own would have to wait. His grandmother wanted—needed—to see Elizabeth Rivers. The why of it scared him almost as much as the women’s gift itself.
What memories would surface when the Rivers women got involved? His grandmother had been keeping secrets her whole life. He’d sensed it even as a child, in the way she’d sometimes stop mid-sentence, in how she’d watch the Rivers house when they drove past. Now those secrets were stirring like winter seeds starting to sprout.
Tyler pushed off from his truck, the cold metal leaving an ache in his back that matched the one in his chest. He had decisions to make. Places to stay away from. People to avoid—especially the police chief. Alex Williams had a way of seeing through people almost as clearly as the Rivers women saw memories.
But he’d stay. For now. For her. His grandmother had been the only person who’d ever loved him beyond measure, beyond reason. She’d protected him as best she could, even when she couldn’t protect herself. He owed her this much, at least.
The last silver balloon disappeared into the clouds, a tiny spark of light swallowed by winter gray. Soon he’d be free to go back to his wandering ways, to drift wherever the wind took him. But not yet. There were too many questions still unanswered, too many memories waiting to surface.
Besides, something told him that Elizabeth Rivers’ reaction to his grandmother’s name hadn’t been simple recognition. There had been fear there too, and maybe guilt. The kind of guilt that came from promises broken long ago.
Tyler slid into his car, the seat cold against his back. As he drove away from the cemetery, he caught one last glimpse of the Rivers women in his rear-view mirror. They stood together, three generations of secrets and power, their white, red, and dark hair bright against the winter sky.
What would they see if they looked into his memories? Or worse—what would they see in his grandmother’s? Some questions, Tyler knew, could only be answered by staying still long enough to face them.
He turned onto the main road, not heading out of town as he longed to do, but toward the small motel on the edge of Lazy Rivers. Sometimes love meant staying when everything in you wanted to run. His grandmother had taught him that too.






  
  Five


“Do you want to come back to the house?” Lizzy asked the little group that had followed them down the hill to their cars. Looking at the group of friends surrounding her she was once again amazed that they were there. 
Just last summer she had been living alone in a house that was falling down around her, both herself and the house barely functioning. She had been estranged from life and even from her best friend Ruth, better known as Mama. Anyone that knew Ruth understood why she was called that.
Now Lizzy’s life was filled with family, friends, and the man she had once sent away even though she had loved him. All of that because she had decided enough was enough. She had opened one door by deciding to ask Serenity to come home. After that, one door after another opened. None of which she could have planned. 
All it takes is one action. Open one door, and it sets off a chain of events, Lizzy thought. And that’s what Tyler’s message was. A door had opened, and she knew without doubt it would lead to a chain of events. If she walked through it. She had a choice. But how could she not?
“Mom,” Serenity said.
“Oh, sorry, zoned out for a minute.”
She had vaguely heard everyone say they were heading in different directions. Except Mama and Serenity. Lizzy thought she knew why they had said yes. Their curiosity. They wanted to know what had happened at the gravesite.
For a moment, Lizzy thought about asking Alex to come to the house, but decided against it. She wasn’t ready to tell anyone anything about what Tyler had said or what he wanted. When she was ready, she’d probably need Alex’s help, but not until then.
“You can ride with us, Serenity said to Mama. “I’ll take you home when you are ready.”
“See you mom,” Tom said, giving his mother a hug. Mama smiled as she watched Brad and Tom walk to their car, pleased that her son was so happy and content. What had once been traumatic for them both had settled into a non-event. The town had long ago given up whatever they thought their reaction should be, and moved into acceptance.
Once she had overheard a teenage girl say to her mother, who was frowning at Tom and Brad behind their back, “Love is love, mom,” and had felt gratitude that a younger generation saw the truth of that more than her generation had.
However, Mama knew that prejudice of all kinds, born of training and lack of understanding, still existed in the world, and even in Lazy Rivers, but she hoped it was on the wane.
Answering Lizzy’s question, Sam said she and her grandfather were going to the diner, along with Randy. Serenity tried not to give away her delight that Randy seemed to understand her daughter, which meant Sam might stay in town.
She was also grateful that Matthew was handling their gift well, too. Serenity knew eventually he’d wear her mother down and come to live with them. She wouldn’t mind that at all. Maybe she’d get to know him better that way. 
In the meantime, Matthew was still staying with Randy and his father, John. Serenity heard Sam ask John if he wanted to come to the diner with them, but he had declined. 
Serenity thought that John had wanted to be invited to their house instead and was disappointed that hadn’t happened. Everyone knew he carried a torch for Ruth, but so far neither of them had made a move.
As Serenity pulled away from the curb, she glanced back and saw Alex watching. She waved and he lifted his hand. She wondered if she should have been more comforting, and invited him over, but his body language had made it clear he wanted to be alone.
But she knew body language didn’t really tell the complete story. That standoff language Alex had was hers, too. Stand apart. I’m fine alone. Which she was most of the time, and yet, not always. She thought that was also true of Alex.
Working with him and Zach over the last few months had changed her. She had learned to better control the memories she saw. She had become more skilled at shifting them into a separate room in her mind.
Zach’s memories, the ones she had shared with Alex, now felt like a book she had read. She could visit them if she wanted to, but she knew they weren’t hers. And that was the part of seeing memories that most people didn’t understand.
She had read how the human brain can’t distinguish between what is true and what is imagined. So not only was it hard to see other people’s memories, but it was hard to keep herself from thinking they were hers. 
Which is why learning how to put them away in her head, and thinking of them like a movie or book, was useful. After that, it was much easier to see who they belonged to.
Learning how to do that better had made life easier. Instead of reacting to things as someone else, she was living life as herself. The past few months, she had discovered she wasn’t alone in that. It was something everyone had to learn to do.
Because even if people couldn’t see other people’s memories, they were influenced by them. The world view, the accepted perceptions of what was true and what was not, affected everyone.
It had become clearer and clearer to her that everyone had to work through what was real and what was not, and everyone had to let go of perceptions and ideas about who they were, in other to live as themselves. It was not just a Rivers women problem.
The last few months had made her realize that the Rivers women weren’t that different from anyone else. Everyone’s memories affected everyone else. It was just that the Rivers women actually saw the person’s memory.
And, she reminded herself, as she pulled into the long driveway to their house (that was no longer filled with ruts) memories were never the same twice. Each time a memory is recalled, it is altered. The memory is not the same, and neither is the person.
Serenity glanced over at her mother, who hadn’t said a word the entire way home. Neither had Mama, sitting in the back seat. Instead, Mama looked lost in a daydream. Serenity suspected that they hadn’t spoken yet because what they wanted to tell her required her sitting down to hear it. That scared her. Her mom and her secrets. How many did she have?
Her mother’s glance as they walked in the door told her there were quite a few, and this one was complicated.














  
  Six


It took a while for them to be seated at the diner. It seemed half the people from the funeral had shown up. Probably to swap stories or gossip, Sam thought. But then wasn’t that why they were there? 
She wasn’t surprised to see Betty Jean working her way through the crowd helped out by a few of the new waiters she and Joseph had hired last summer. Only a few of them had worked through Betty Jean’s rigorous training.  
The night manager, Ethan Ross, was also on duty and was doing a good job of getting people seated as soon as someone left. 
Sam knew Betty Jean and Joseph had hired all these people not just for days like this, which rarely happened, but so the two of them could step away from the job that had occupied most of their lives, and have one of their own.
“I’ve got a table for you three if you are willing to sit with someone else.” Betty Jean said pointing to where Pete sat waving them over.
Sam clapped her hands together, delighted that Pete was there. Pete owned the land next to theirs. And if you could get him talking, and that’s what he planed to do, he knew everything about Lazy Rivers,
Pete stood as they approached, pulling out a chair for Sam with an old-fashioned courtesy that made her smile. His weathered face creased with warmth, though his eyes held the same solemnity they all felt after the service.
“Thought you might end up here,” he said, settling back into his seat. “Betty Jean’s got that peach cobbler going. Joseph’s recipe.” He paused, the name hanging in the air between them.
The diner’s familiar sounds washed over them – the clink of silverware, the hiss of the coffee machine, the murmur of subdued conversations. Through the window, Sam could see the afternoon sun catching on the river’s surface, the same one that ran behind their house, making it shimmer like scattered diamonds. Joseph’s father, Big Mike, had always said that view was worth more than any fancy restaurant decor.
“You know,” Pete began, fidgeting with his coffee cup, “Alex came to see me a few weeks ago. Said he wanted to make sure I’d keep an eye on things.” He glanced at Sam. “Not that you need looking after, mind you.”
Sam’s throat tightened. She hadn’t known about that visit. It was just like Alex, though, quietly putting things in order. She knew he had a crush on her mother. One that was reciprocated but neither one of them had acknowledged yet. She wondered how long that would take.
But then she looked across the table, where Randy was sitting beside Pete and wondered how long it would take before she acknowledged what was going on between her and Randy. 
Then of course, there was her grandfather sitting beside her, still working on Lizzy to let him completely into her life. We Rivers women are a mess, she thought as she smiled across the table at Zach and Randy.
The chair’s vinyl cushion creaked as she shifted, trying to find the words to what she wanted to say. Out the corner of her eye she saw Matthew nod at her, encouraging her to ask what was on her mind.
“Thanks, Pete for keeping watch over us. I know you’ve been doing that for years anyway.”
Pete smiled and looked down, and mumbled, “It’s nothing.”
“No, it’s not nothing. But I’d love to hear what you know about the Rivers women, even before mom. Mom said you’ve been here as long as she can remember.”
A spark of interest lit Pete’s eyes, replacing some of the funeral day gravity. He straightened in his chair, looking past them to the street outside and the river beyond it, as if he could see back through the decades.
“Well now,” he said, his voice taking on the rhythm of a practiced storyteller, “that’s quite a tale. And you’re right – I was here when this was nothing but a dirt road and a dream. Joseph’s daddy, Big Mike now he had ideas...”
The diner’s bustle seemed to fade as Pete’s words painted pictures of a younger time, of ambitious plans and hard work, and how Big Mike’s dad had dreamed of building a diner where the people of Lazy Rivers could meet.
Sam found herself leaning closer, not wanting to miss a single detail. This was what she needed. Now that she knew she would be staying in Lazy Rivers, something she had yet to share with her mother and grandmother, she wanted to know more about the town and her ancestors.
Around them, Betty Jean orchestrated the flow of customers with practiced ease, but Sam noticed how she lingered near their table whenever she could, catching snippets of Pete’s story. 
It wasn’t just Sam’s history he was sharing; it was all of theirs, woven together like the tributaries that fed into their beloved river.
Pete settled back in his chair, his coffee forgotten as Sam leaned forward. “Pete, what was my great grandmother like? Did you know her?”
She trailed off as Betty Jean poured them all fresh coffee, lingering longer than necessary. Pete’s eyes flickered between the two women, and something in his expression shifted, softened. 
“I didn’t know Mae well. I was just a little kid. And being the only child and living on a farm meant I worked all the time alongside my parents to keep the farm running even though I was just a child and couldn’t do much.
But once in a while I’d sneak off and your great-grandmother, Mae, would give me cookies and lemonade when it was hot. 
“But like your grandmother Lizzy, she lived alone, so it was up to her to maintain the house and garden. When I got older I sometimes helped out. Actually Joseph and I helped out.”
“Wait, you and Joseph?”
“Sure. We’ve been friends since we were kids. Same grade and everything. That is if you count grades. Didn’t really then. One room school house. Things have changed a lot since then haven’t they?”
“Wait,” Sam said. “Are you telling me that you and Joseph used to hang out together at the house back then?”
“Yep,” Pete said smacking his lips together and winking at Betty Jean as she passed by their table once again.
“Pancakes coming up,” she said as she passed, and frowned at Pete at the same time.
It was obvious she wanted to hear more about Joseph’s younger life, but it was impossible. Too many people to serve. 
“You know who else helped out at the house, for a while at least.” Pete paused dramatically as if it was important. And after Sam heard the name she thought that perhaps it was.
“Big Mike used to hang out with my great grandmother? What do you mean hang out?”
“I mean he was there a lot. Helping and such. After all they were the same age and grew up together, just like me and Joseph. Kind of incestuous don’t you think? All of us always running in the same circles.”
Sam nodded, feeling worried about what Pete would say next. 
“Even after Lizzy was born he’d come around. For a few years anyway. Then I heard that Big Mike’s wife, Sarah, got angry about how much time he spent there, and that was that.”
Sam knew that both Randy and Matthew were waiting for her to ask the question, but she was afraid. What would it mean if the answer was yes?
“In fact, that was when Joseph stopped going there too. Maybe his mom banned him. It didn’t matter anyway. My dad started feeling poorly and I was needed on the farm more. 
“It was fun while it lasted though. Even though I could tell she sometimes saw my memories she never brought it up, and I didn’t have ones I was worried about then. Still don’t.”
Sam laughed then. “That’s why you don’t worry about hanging out with me, huh?”
“Nope. Rivers women don’t scare me none.” Pete paused, waiting. “Are you going to ask me or not?”
Sam shook her head and straightened up in her seat. Matthew put a hand out and she held it, grateful he was there. She hadn’t had a father, but now she had a grandfather and it felt wonderful.
“Okay. I’ll ask. Do you know who my great grandfather is, was?”
“Hah, No one does, It’s always been a secret who the fathers were. Except now, right?”
Sam nodded, knowing that was true, but realized that she really wanted to know. “Did any man but Big Mike ever come to the house?” she asked and waited without breathing for the answer.
“Well, I wasn’t there all the time was I?” Pete answered, and then reaching across the table to hold Sam’s hand he said, “Your great-grandmother was a wise woman. She told me once that the river teaches you everything you need to know about life.
“Said sometimes it flows smooth and easy, sometimes it tries to drown you, but it always, always keeps moving forward. That’s what she did. That’s what all the Rivers women do.
“So the question to ask yourself, young lady, is does it matter given how much time has passed?”
Sam sat back, letting the stories settle into her heart, seeing the diner – and the river beyond – through new eyes. She hadn’t fully realized how entwined her family was with the town of Lazy Rivers. 
She wondered if Lizzy knew the story about big Mike. And Joseph.  She wondered if anyone knew. She wondered what, if anything, all this had to do with the man who came to speak with Lizzy. 
All she knew was Lazy Rivers was full of secrets, and she was determined to find out what they were. Pete said it didn’t matter, but she thought he was wrong. 
To her it did, and that made it important enough to find out the truth.
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