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    To Juan and Janicke — my heartbeats forever.
You are the laughter in my memories, the light in my stories, and the quiet ache in my love.
No matter how far the river carries you, you will always belong to me — in every sunrise, in every prayer, in every chapter of my life.
This book is for you. Because my heart has always kept your names.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The River That Remembers

❦

Juan stood on the riverbank stretching like he was about to run a marathon.

Janicke rolled her eyes dramatically. “Relax, Juan. We’re canoeing, not climbing Everest.”

Ouma tightened her life jacket with a grunt.

Immediately, both children pounced.

“Ouma, are you sure you’re up for this?” Juan asked, trying (and failing) to hide his grin.

Janicke gasped in mock horror. “Juan! Don’t be rude. Ouma is VERY young. She’s only... what... a hundred and two?”

Ouma swatted the air at them. “Ag, man, you two think you’re so funny.”

Juan flexed his arms. “We’re just saying... if you get tired, we can tow you.”

Janicke nodded solemnly. “We’re younger. Fitter. Faster. Stronger.”

Ouma raised an eyebrow. “And louder.”

They burst out laughing.

But beneath the teasing, there was something soft — something warm — something that felt like the old days, when they were small and she was the centre of their world.

Ouma planted her paddle in the sand. “Right. Since you two are such athletes, you can carry the canoe.”

Juan blinked. “Both of us?”

Janicke groaned. “Ouma, it’s heavy!”

Ouma shrugged. “But you’re younger. Fitter. Faster. Stronger.”

Juan and Janicke exchanged a look.

Then they burst out laughing again.

Together, they lifted the canoe — wobbling, complaining, giggling — and carried it to the water’s edge.

The Sundays River shimmered in the sunlight, wide and welcoming. Birds swooped overhead — fish eagles calling, weavers chattering, kingfishers clicking like tiny drums.

Ouma stepped into the canoe with surprising agility.

Juan’s jaw dropped. “Wait... how did you do that?”

Janicke narrowed her eyes. “She’s hiding something. She’s secretly athletic.”

Ouma winked. “I told you. I’m younger than I look.”

They climbed in — Juan in front, Janicke in the middle, Ouma steering at the back.

“Ready?” Ouma called.

“Ready!” they shouted.

And the canoe slid forward, the river catching them like an old friend.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Birds Who Tell Stories

❦

The canoe glided through the Sundays River, sunlight flickering on the ripples like gold coins.

Juan dipped his paddle lazily, pretending to be an expert.

Janicke sighed. “You’re splashing me on purpose.”

Juan grinned. “It’s called technique.”

Ouma chuckled from the back. “It’s called nonsense.”

A fish eagle cried overhead — long, proud, echoing through the valley.

Ouma lifted her chin. “Hear that? That’s the king of the river.”

Juan squinted up. “He sounds like he’s shouting at us.”

“Greeting us,” Ouma corrected. “Fish eagles don’t shout. They announce.”

Janicke smirked. “Like you do when we forget to take the washing off the line.”

Ouma laughed so hard the canoe wobbled. “Exactly like that!”

A flash of blue zipped past — a kingfisher diving and popping out with a tiny fish.

Janicke gasped. “Ouma! Did you see that?”

Ouma nodded. “Kingfisher says: ‘Be quick. Be brave. And always know when to dive.’”

Juan snorted. “Birds don’t talk, Ouma.”

Ouma raised an eyebrow. “Don’t they? Then what do you think that weaver is saying?”

A weaver hopped on a reed, chirping furiously.

Janicke giggled. “He sounds like he’s complaining.”

“Exactly,” Ouma said. “He’s telling us to mind our own business.”

Juan leaned back, grinning. “That bird’s definitely related to you, Ouma.”

Ouma splashed him with her paddle. “Cheeky child!”

They paddled on, laughter echoing between the reeds.

The river hummed beneath them — steady, ancient, alive.

And for a moment, Ouma forgot the ache in her arms, forgot the years that had passed, forgot the silence that had grown between visits.

She was just Ouma again — strong, laughing, loved.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Race of the Ripples

❦

The Sundays River shimmered like melted bronze under the afternoon sun.

Juan dipped his paddle dramatically. “Ouma, are you SURE you can keep up? This river is for athletes.”

Ouma snorted. “My boy, I was paddling this river before your father even knew how to spell his name.”

Janicke burst out laughing. “So... the dinosaur age?”

Ouma gasped. “You two! I should leave you on the riverbank.”

But she didn’t.

She dug her paddle deep and shot forward like a speedboat.

Juan yelped. “HEY! She’s winning!”

Janicke shrieked with laughter. “Go, Ouma! Show him how it’s done!”

They raced down the Sundays River, splashing, zig-zagging, shouting, laughing so loudly that even the fish eagle circling above tilted its head as if judging them.

Juan shouted, “This is war.”

Ouma shouted back, “This is cardio.”

The canoe rocked dangerously.

Janicke clung to the sides. “If we fall in, I’m blaming BOTH of you.”

But she was laughing — that deep, belly laugh teenagers only make when they forget to be cool.

And for a moment, the Sundays River carried them like it remembered them — like it had been waiting for this day.
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