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  Forward


It’s a funny thing about comin’ home. Looks the same, smells the same, feels the same. You’ll realize what’s changed is you. — F. Scott Fitzgerald
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  One


If it were possible to move as slowly as a sloth, Serenity Rivers was accomplishing it. But she wasn’t proud of it. How could she have let this happen? 
The predawn bird chorus was singing so loudly she could barely hear herself as she berated herself for being so out of shape. Were they mocking her? She wouldn’t blame them. This was all her fault.
Every step was a struggle. Her knees ached and her hips hurt. But it had to be done. Being a sloth was not an option anymore because now simply walking what would be only a few blocks if she was in a town was so hard she wanted to sit down and cry. She yearned to stop. Perhaps sit down and enjoy the sensations of being in nature. Pretend that she didn’t hurt all over. Listen to the birds sing and watch the wind flip the leaves on the trees.
But even though it was unlikely that a car would pass here so early in the morning, she still was not going to allow herself to stop now. If she sat down, she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to get up again. So she walked and tried not to moan with each step. 
As she took one step forward at a time, Serenity knew she needed to stop the bad self-talk. It’s how she got here in the first place. She had fallen into the habit of beating herself up for everything she was afraid to do and was hiding from. But then, it was so much easier to spend time alone. Once her paintings had started to sell, she only had to deal with a few people, and as time went on, she had isolated herself more and more.
Living within her imagination was wonderful, but it had been a mistake to think that she could forget the rest of the world. And it was definitely wrong to forget that she was human and needed to take care of herself. 
Even now, in the state she had let herself fall into, Serenity tried to rationalize that she had valid reasons for her choice. But with each step, harder than the last one, Serenity knew she had been wrong.
She had to admit to herself that she had made a mistake. Her cowardice had led to laziness and self-pity. If she went anywhere, she drove, never walking, for heaven’s sake. She might see someone and have to talk to them. Which meant that now, in the middle of her life, she found herself in this predicament, barely able to walk down a country road without groaning with each step.
However, despite how much she was tempted to continue berating herself, Serenity knew that being mad at herself for what she had done and where she was now wouldn’t help. 
Acknowledge it and move on, she said to herself. It was time to put on her big girl pants and grow up. She couldn’t afford to be a coward or lazy anymore. Her mother needed her. And like all the dutiful daughters of all the Rivers women before her, she had answered the call and had returned home. 
She supposed someday her daughter, Samantha, would come home to care for her as she lay dying, but that better be a long time in the future. And it was also possible Sam wouldn’t come. Sam just might choose to let her mother die alone, and Serenity knew she wouldn’t blame her for that choice. Why should daughters have to come home to care for their mothers?
In fact, it was entirely possible Serenity wouldn’t tell her daughter she was dying. She would free her from the responsibility and let her break from the tradition of daughters caring for mothers. As Serenity walked, she allowed her thoughts to drift to her daughter. It had been a few years since she had seen her. They texted occasionally and even less often spoke on the phone. Each time they spoke, Serenity imagined what Sam looked like now.
That wasn’t hard to do. She could simply look in the mirror and see herself twenty years younger. Just as she could look at her mother and see herself twenty years in the future. All Rivers women looked alike. If time stopped and they were lined up in a row at the same age, it would be hard to tell them apart. Except for the color of their eyes and hair. 
Her daughter Samantha had eyes the color of dark green moss and long shiny dark straight hair that Serenity had spent many hours brushing as they laughed and sang together. But that had been years ago. It had been a long time since they had laughed and sang together.
Serenity’s eyes were a startling shade of blue, a blue that contrasted with her bright red hair and made people look twice, which had never made her happy. She had always wanted to fade into the background and had tried dying her hair and wearing contacts. But in the end, she opted to stay out of sight as much as possible instead.
People said beauty was a gift, but it was also a burden. Just one more burden that the Rivers women had to bear. It was not something they could change, just as they couldn’t change the other gift that they shared.
Even as frail as she was, Elizabeth, Serenity’s mother, was still beautiful. Yesterday, when she saw her, Elizabeth’s long white hair was spread out on her pillow-framing eyes that were still a deep shade of blue that was almost purple. If there was such a thing as having purple eyes, then that’s what Lizzy had. 
When Serenity had stepped up to her mother’s bed, having driven ten hours to be there, Elizabeth had smiled, reached out and held Serenity’s hand, and thanked her for coming. As if I could refuse, Serenity had thought. Holding her mother’s hand, a pang of guilt had run through her. She should have come sooner. She should have stayed home instead of leaving her mother alone all these years. She should have not been such a coward. So many shoulds.
But it was not just her fault. Her mother had never once asked her to stay, and then once she was gone, neither one of them had reached out to the other. Both of them were retreating from life, unwilling to deal with the burden of what people called a gift.
But it wasn’t a gift if it meant you spent your entire life hiding from it. From the power of it. But her mother had, and she had followed in her footsteps, and her daughter in hers.
It was going to have to be Serenity that accepted the gift and used it. Her mother had confirmed it for her last night. 
As Serenity held her mother’s hand, Lizzy had taken deep breaths and told Serenity that she had been wrong. Their gift of seeing other people’s memories was to be used, and Serenity would have to be the one to figure out how to change generations of hiding and to use their gift for good.
“No,” Serenity had replied. “Not me.”
Her mother, appearing as frail as someone could be and still be alive, had pierced her with a look that had drilled into her soul and said, “Yes. You. And Samantha.”
Which is why she was out walking at 5:00 in the morning, down a back road lined with trees, with hay fields in between, trying as hard as she could to avoid people as she always had. As with every Rivers woman, every person could be dangerous to her because they could trigger the so-called gift and send Serenity into their world of memories.
Serenity thought about the first time that had happened to her. It had brought her to her knees as if someone had punched her. She had run home to her mother crying, her red hair tangled in the tears on her face.
Elizabeth had taken one look at her and knew. Wrapping her arms around her, she had whispered, “It’s a gift, Serenity.” 
It didn’t feel like one. 






  
  Two


Lizzy lay in bed watching the breeze blow through the white gauzy curtains, sending fluffs of white into the air like clouds. She always left a window open at night, needing to know there was fresh air coming into the bedroom. 
A small shell-shaped nightlight highlighted the door. Its light threw shadows on the wall and caught the edge of the curtains as they puffed out, making ripples of light in the dark.
Sometime in the night, Serenity must have checked on her because the quilt her mother made that had been at the foot of the bed was now covering her. Her eyes misted at the care. She would have been cold this morning. June temperatures often dropped quickly in the night, only to rise later into a heatwave.
Everything seemed so out of balance to Lizzy. Thinking about the past, it seemed the weather was more consistent then. But not necessarily. She knew as well as anyone that what you remembered was probably not exactly what happened. Both the present and the future colored the past. 
Since she knew that time is fluid, she had often wondered if when she remembered something, it actually changed the past or just her memory of it. And if that altered memory changed the past, would it change her future self? But then, how would you know? Maybe it happened all the time. With fluid time and many dimensions, anything was possible. 
Lizzy shut her eyes, squeezed them tight, and told herself to stop thinking that way. It could lead to craziness. Best to deal with what was in front of her. There was plenty to handle; she didn’t need to let her imagination run wild. Maybe it was only possible to live in the moment, anyway.
And at this moment, there were many things to deal with. One was the possibility of her impending death. Of course, death was always impending, but in this case, if something didn’t change, she could see it coming straight towards her. Sometimes she could see death hanging around in the corner of the room, smiling at her. 
But it was giving her time to make things right, and she was going to use that time well. And then she’d let herself float back into the river of time and let it take her elsewhere. Until then, she had work to do.
The back door opened and softly closed. Glancing at the clock by her bed, Lizzy saw it was just 5:00 in the morning. She smiled to herself. She had been right. Serenity was making a choice to stop hiding. It was possible that she could help Serenity be the one to bring back the gift and use it well. 
All she had to do was stay alive long enough to help her do it. And maybe repair the rift between Serenity and Samantha. Separations and rifts were not the way the Rivers women used to be. They stayed together and made a difference.
Long lines of women had lived in this same house, watching the comings and goings of each of them. Cuddling the new ones, holding hands as the old ones moved on. Sometimes Lizzy thought she could hear them whisper together, but she knew that was her imagination. Wishful thinking. None of them would stay around. they would all slide gracefully to the next place, wherever that was. Earth and humans were hard on them, and they would be grateful for the respite. As she would be. 
But she would hold off as long as she could. Repairs had to be made to the line of Rivers women. And since she was the one who had broken them, she would have to be the one who repaired them. Breaking them had not been intentional, but repairing them would be. 
For a moment, Lizzy wondered if her illness wasn’t real. Perhaps it had happened so that she would break down and reach out to Serenity. If she repaired what she had broken, would she become well? Would death step away for a while and let her enjoy life with her daughter and granddaughter for a little longer?
Although it was a possibility, she couldn’t think about that. This was not about her. For once, she muttered. She knew she was being hard on herself; everyone made their own choices. She hadn’t been alone in making the break.
While she waited for Serenity to return, she let herself drift in and out of sleep, remembering her past and the events that had led to the rift between the last of the Rivers women. Last, because Sam showed no signs of caring about carrying on the tradition of one man, one child—always a daughter.
The tradition had also always included that all Rivers women lived without a man. They could have one in order to have a child. But once they accomplished that, he had to leave. They were like some spiders. Find a mate and then get rid of them. Except they didn’t eat them. Just pushed them away.
Now, lying in bed, reliving her life and determined to break this cycle, Lizzy let herself regret that tradition. Who started it anyway? Why couldn’t they have long-term relationships and feel loved their entire life? Raise a normal family? Even after all these years, she could feel the yearning for Matthew, her man. What would her life have been like if she had let him stay? What would Serenity’s or Sam’s life be like?
But would Matthew have been able to tolerate what she could do? Would she have been able to stop the seeping in of his memories into her thoughts? Or if she saw them, would she be able to let them go and not let them color her reactions or feelings? Was it possible? And because she wasn’t sure that it was, Lizzy sighed, thinking that perhaps they had been right to choose to live alone. She knew what people thought about the Rivers women being able to see all their memories. All their memories. From the time they were born, and sometimes before.
Not all at once. They seeped in. At the most inappropriate times. 
The first time Matthew kissed her, he remembered his first kiss. And that was the kiss he remembered as the best kiss. Not hers. A girl with short, curly brown hair and a beautiful smile lived on as his perfect kiss.  Yes, a normal person might have told about that memory, and it might have still hurt a tiny bit knowing you weren’t the one. But seeing his memory, she felt all that he had felt and knew she would never live up to it.
It had broken her heart even before they had a chance to fall in love. Which she had done. And she had done her best to close herself off to all his memories. Even his memories of her as they lay in bed together. Despite that, it was impossible to not love him and his kindness and gentle ways. He had passed on his blue eyes and red hair to Serenity. But he didn’t know that. She had pushed him out of her life as soon as she knew she was pregnant. That was the way it worked.
But now, Lizzy wondered if there was another way. Could they tame the gift, keep it, but only use it if and when it was needed and the rest of the time live like normal people?
That’s what she wanted to know and was determined to find out. She wanted to give Serenity and then Samantha a gift. The gift of freedom.
It was time for Rivers women to be free. And she would figure out how to do that. Even if it killed her. And given her current condition, it just might.






  
  Three


Serenity glanced at her phone and saw that she had walked, struggling, an entire half mile. It was time to turn around and return. The way she felt made her think she shouldn’t have walked so far. What if she never made it back? It would be humiliating to call an Uber to take her only a half mile. 
Even though she wished she hadn’t walked so far, she knew why she had done it. Walking used to be easy. Taking a break between paintings, she’d walk out the door and walk for miles before turning around. And that was in the mountains, where the walking was up and down.
She knew why she had stopped taking daily walks. She could claim laziness, like any normal person would, but in her case, it was more than that. First, the trails had gotten busier. That in itself wasn’t pleasant. She had enjoyed the quiet and solitude, but as the years went by, no matter what time of day she went, someone else would be there.
Too often, they didn’t respect the gift of nature. They’d be on their phones talking too loudly. Or they’d be wearing ear buds listening to something so they couldn’t possibly be hearing the bird songs or quiet movements of the animals through the brush. All of which annoyed her, even though she knew it was their right to be oblivious.
If there was more than one person, too often, they’d be talking loudly as if they were in a crowded room and needed to be heard instead of being under the dome of a beautiful, ever-changing sky with towering trees and gentle winds.
You are missing everything, she’d want to say to them. But that conversation couldn’t happen. Who knew how they’d react? And besides, that simple exchange could open the door to their memories, and that would be an invasion of privacy for them and painful for her.
Instead, it was best to be as invisible to them as possible, her red hair tucked up into a cap and sunglasses over her impossibly blue eyes. Over time, the walks became less and less pleasant until she finally stayed home and sat in the backyard and enjoyed nature there instead. 
She told herself that she didn’t need to walk to see anything. The sky, the trees, the birds, and the animals could all be enjoyed at home. So she sat and took it all in. It was safer. But that decision turned her legs into mush. She gained weight and grew soft and lazy. 
She was paying the price now, huffing loudly, pausing, catching her breath, and then limped along. Despite the pain, Serenity was happy that she was finally doing something about her health and even happier that she hadn’t seen anyone along the road this morning that might remember her. Only one car had passed her on their way into town, but they had barely glanced her way, and she had been careful to not focus on them just in case that might open the door to a memory.
Fifteen minutes later, she had stepped off the road onto the long lane to the Rivers House. That was what everyone called it. Some people thought it was because a river ran through the property in front of the house. And some people thought it was because Rivers women lived there. Either was correct, she supposed. 
In fact, it was entirely possible their last name was Rivers because of the river. It was something she might try to find out. The normal way. Not looking into someone’s memories. Besides, there was probably no one still alive who knew the answer. 
The lane was rutted and uncared for. She knew her mother had intentionally kept it that way so people would not feel it was necessary to drive down it. But the postman and delivery people had become increasingly unhappy about the drive and threatened to stop delivering unless something was done about it.
As she carefully picked her way around the ruts and stones, Serenity agreed with them. Something had to be done about it. And the house. Just one night in the house had been enough to realize how badly it had been neglected. Just like herself and just like the Rivers gift. All neglected for the same reason. 
Today, she would start the process of finding someone to help with the house and drive. The only other choice was to take her mother away from all of this. And that was something she knew couldn’t happen. This was where they belonged. 
She hadn’t told her mother that she had decided to sell her house in the mountains and move home permanently, but she assumed Lizzy knew. Not because she read her memories, but because she knew her daughter. Lizzy would know she would feel obligated, as all of River’s daughters did. Maybe even hers. 
She had called Samantha as she drove to Lazy Rivers and told her about her grandmother’s illness. Sam had said she’d be there. When she wasn’t sure. Serenity had felt a jolt of happiness at the possibility of seeing her daughter. Even if it was only because her grandmother was sick.
As for the house, there was so much work to be done. She had already packed up her own house, knowing long before Lizzy called that the time was coming to move home. All the paintings she had finished and was storing at home were now headed off to her agent. The unfinished ones were on the way to the town of Lazy Rivers.
Not that she wanted to move home. She just knew it was what had to be done. And it wasn’t just about coming home to take care of her mother. Something else had been calling her. It wasn’t exactly a memory, at least not the kind that was like watching a movie. No, it was like a lingering thought in the back of her head. A memory, yes, but not clear enough to be seen. Something she knew but couldn’t remember, and it was here in Lazy Rivers that it would be resolved. 
Many years before, someone planted rows of poplar trees along the lane to the house. Vines and weeds grew up around them now. The lane took one last curve and the Rivers house was in front of her. Rebuilt after a fire in the early 1900s, it looked every bit its age. The front porch tilted, some siding had fallen off, and the windows were so dirty with age that there was no need for curtains.
Her designer eye was already remodeling the house, not just fixing it. She was sure her mother would agree. Anything to have her daughter home. The problem would be dealing with the workmen and their memories that would invade their space. But something had to be done.
As Serenity pulled herself up the rickety steps to the front door, she imagined the day that it would be easy. Perhaps she’d look back on the year as the year of renovation—for herself, the house, and perhaps even her family. 
But there was still something else going on. The lurking thought in the back of her mind was that she had forgotten something important. And despite her efforts to keep from feeling anything, she knew there was something that had happened recently in town that the town needed her to remember. 
As much as she didn’t want to, she knew she would. Obligation was her middle name. Or had been before, and was now again.







  
  Four


It was a long drive, something Samantha was grateful for. She needed time to think. Why was she doing this? She hadn’t seen her grandmother for almost twenty years. Her mother for almost ten. What was wrong with her family, anyway? 
It was a moot question. She knew what was wrong with it. It was why she had to take the long and winding way to get to the house where Rivers women lived. Avoiding highways and busy intersections. Traveling every backroad she could find. Her GPS had to keep adjusting as she took what she supposed it would think was the scenic route. Fewer homes. Fewer cars. Fewer people meant that there was less chance she would be slammed into a memory. 
Not hers. Theirs. She hated it. If she could carve that part of her brain away, she would gladly yield to a surgeon’s knife. In every other way, she was normal. And there were long stretches of her life when the “gift” faded into the background and let her be. She could make friends and hang out with them like a regular person. She’d have to wait until they told her something before she would know it.
But she didn’t really want to know anything. She was afraid of their secrets and refused to listen to them when they tried to tell her. Sam knew that any secret could flip open the door to seeing memories, and then everything would change. She would know everything, and it would be too much to know. 
Sam understood that refusing to listen to secrets meant her friends thought she was cold and unfeeling. And that was exactly what she wasn’t. But she acted that way because she longed to live as normal a life as possible for as long as possible. She loved having friends to walk with or go to coffee with in the morning when she took a break from writing. 
But she couldn’t let them count on her. When the gift appeared, which it would, she’d have to disappear from their lives. It was possible she could never see them again because of what she would know. Sam thought that if they understood why, they’d either forgive her or hate her.
So she could never tell. After all, how could anyone want to be friends with someone that could see everything you remembered? No one had clean, pure memories. Everyone was messed up in some way.
So she was elusive. Like a butterfly, people said. A black monarch, perhaps. They’d ask, “Who are your parents? Where are they? Can we meet them?” Oh, God, she would say to herself. So instead she told them as little as possible. She didn’t know her father. Just that he had green eyes and dark hair like her. That’s all she had ever been told. And her mom was a hermit living off in the mountains by herself. An artist.
They knew her mother’s name when she told them. “Serenity Rivers is your mother? Her art is fantastic,” they would shriek. “Aren’t you proud to be her daughter? She paints like you write,” one of her friends said one day. 
That was something she had never thought about before. But it made sense. They both used their art to rid themselves of memories. Her grandmother did the same by planting gardens. A riot of color, if she remembered correctly. And then Sam laughed to herself. If she remembered correctly. That was the joke about the Rivers women. Remember. That’s all they did. If there was a way to take those memories and slam them behind a steel door and never open it again, she would gladly do it. Anything to be normal. 
Please, she said to herself, make that be possible.
And that was why she was heading to her grandmother’s house. Not just because her mother had called. Not just because her grandmother was sick. Something had to be done. She couldn’t continue to live her life this way, and if there was a solution, then it might be found in that old house where Rivers women had always lived.
That meant she was going to swallow her pride and ask, “Please. Make it stop.” And if it couldn’t be stopped, what point was there in living? If she couldn’t find out the answer there, there was no point in going on. 
So far, the trip had been without incident. She had stopped at gas stations that looked deserted, slipped into the bathroom, and then went to the store to buy snacks and food for the road. Each stop was quiet, and Sam was grateful for the feeling of normalcy she had been granted.
A few hours from her hometown, she had to make a stop at a busy truck stop. Drinking soda while driving was never a good idea, but she had wanted her diet Dr. Pepper so badly she had broken down and gotten one. The price for that indulgence was a stop she would not normally make. Sam pulled the car into the lot as far away from everyone as possible. It would mean a long, uncomfortable walk to the restroom, but as always, trying to avoid people made life hard.
It happened just as she reached the restroom door, and if she hadn’t needed to pee so badly, she would have turned and run. Instead, she saw something she didn’t want to see. Not that it was a bad memory. This one was mostly good. An older man was hugging and kissing a boy on the forehead. She felt a mix of kindness and danger flooding over her. 
Luckily, it didn’t last long. She had managed to stop it from continuing, and she didn’t even look around to see where the memory had come from. Later, when she saw a picture of the boy, it took a moment to remember where she had seen him before. And she realized that it was the feeling of danger that should have made her keep watching.
If she would have, perhaps what came next could have been avoided. But then, probably not. At least, that’s what she told herself.






  
  Five


The quiet village of Lazy Rivers was full of upset people, reminding Randy Carver of a beehive that had been disturbed. It even sounded like one as people gathered in clusters on front porches, coffee shops, diners, and street corners whispering together. The buzzing sound of conjectures, thoughts, and fears. 
“It’s like before,” people whispered to each other. 
What’s like before? Before what? Randy asked himself. He didn’t know what they were talking about, but he wanted to know. He wanted to be part of the excitement that seemed to be everywhere.
He had stopped at one of the two coffee shops in town on his way to the next job, where he was replacing a decrepit-looking porch with new composite decking. He loved his work. It was never the same, and there was always plenty of it. Plus, he learned things he would never have known otherwise. Who would have thought being a handyman would be so rewarding? 
Well, his dad did. Handyman’s work was what his dad had done his entire life and took his only son along with him on jobs from the time he was ten. By fifteen, Randy was even better at most of it than his dad, which had made his dad proud and his mother happy, knowing he would always have something to turn to. 
When he first came to Lazy Rivers, he always worked alone, but over time he had met the other handymen in town, and they often called each other in for jobs. Although working with a crew went faster, and he enjoyed their company, he also loved the jobs where he worked alone. It gave him time to think while being productive. 
Lately, he’d been thinking about moving on. Which sounded crazy since he’d only been in Lazy Rivers for a short time, but he already had a good thing going, and he’d have to start again if he moved. But unlike his dad, he didn’t seem to find comfort in settling down. He needed something more. What, he didn’t know. 
But unless something changed, he was thinking he’d pack up and move himself to a new town soon. For now, though, the town buzzing like a beehive had gotten him curious, so he asked the woman making him his fancy coffee drink what was happening. She shrugged and said some boy was missing, as if she were talking about a stray cat.
“What boy?” he asked, trying to keep the disdain for someone who didn’t care out of his voice.
She shrugged again. Randy paid for his drink and stepped out of the store onto the wide sidewalk that held pots of flowers that he knew the garden committee maintained. It was a pleasant town. In some ways, he’d hate to leave it. And now there was the mystery of a kid missing. Not that he wanted a kid to go missing, but at least it might keep him in town longer. 
He could hear his mother telling him that his boredom about normal things and his love of mysteries would get him into trouble one day. He’d laugh and say that it would be good trouble, not bad. She’d chuck him on the back of the head as they both laughed. Sometimes she’d add, “Seriously, Randy, be careful,” like she knew something he didn’t. His mother had been a mysterious woman herself. She always seemed to know what was happening before anyone else did.
But she kept it to herself most of the time. She’d say that nobody liked a busybody, and when she told people something she knew, that’s how it came across. Even his dad wasn’t all that interested in hearing what his mother said, and wanting his dad’s approval, Randy followed his lead.
So when his mother died in her sleep from what was later determined to be an aneurism, he wondered if she had known and simply not said. And he was bereft. Not only because at eighteen he lost his mother, but also his wisdom guide. He didn’t know how much she had silently guided him until she wasn’t there anymore.
Everything was different after that. His dad stopped caring about almost everything except sitting in front of the TV with a beer and a bowl of snacks. His parents had been frugal, so the life insurance money and their savings were plenty for his dad to live on. The days of working together were over. 
That was when Randy made his first move. He left town because he was bored. That’s what he told himself, but it was really because no one needed him there anymore. And he couldn’t stand working alone in places he and his dad had worked together. Which meant he had to choose a new place to be. He would learn something new, see new sights, and then move on.
Lazy Rivers was the fourth town he’d been in since he left home a year after his mother died. Now thirty, he doubted he’d ever settle down, but looking at the tree-lined streets of the town, he thought that if he did, it might be here, at least until he uncovered why it felt like a mystery lived here. He still called his dad every Saturday afternoon. 
They’d have a brief conversation about the latest sports event, and he’d tell his dad he loved him and make him promise he’d call if he needed him, both of them knowing that he wouldn’t. Need him or call him if he did. Which is why Randy had recruited the next-door neighbors, who had lived there as long as his dad, to call him if anything went wrong. He sent them little gifts once in a while to thank them.
Whistling, Randy adjusted his baseball hat and strolled to his truck, hoping to hear more about what everyone seemed to be talking about or find someone to ask about it. If nothing else, maybe the woman whose deck he was fixing would know more.
He noticed a car he hadn’t seen before as he was leaving town, which caused him to turn to look at the driver. Was it a stranger in town? He had a brief glimpse of a woman with long, dark hair. He didn’t think he knew her. To Randy, that meant there was someone new to meet. Looking in his rear-view mirror, he caught her looking back at him in hers. Dark green eyes. Beautiful. Another mystery to solve. Yet, another reason it might not be time to move on yet.






  
  Six


For Sam, seeing the man’s dark brown eyes in her rear-view mirror was a warning. Not that men didn’t always look at her. Beauty was something she had, didn’t necessarily want, but like all Rivers women, she was stuck with it and understood that it could be a gift or a burden. Both of which the Rivers women had all learned to deal with. The only thing they couldn’t use it as was a weapon. 
Sadly, Sam had met both men and women who did exactly that. Their memories scared the crap out of her, so she stayed away from them as much as possible. So she was used to men and women looking at her. But something about the man’s eyes told her he wouldn’t just look at her; he’d want to know her. That made him dangerous. 
Why in the world had she looked back at him? Passing his truck, she had a glimpse of a tall, thin man with unruly brown hair and she gave into curiosity. Never a good idea. Now she felt like running and going somewhere else other than her grandmother’s house. She was good at leaving, not staying. Between the man, the town, her grandmother, and her mother, there was going to be trouble for her. 
Besides, she felt uneasy in Lazy Rivers. For as long as she could remember, it felt like something was wrong. Not just in her family, but in town. And she hated that the town had their same last name. Rivers. Lazy Rivers. What a stupid name. 
People constantly asked her, “Did you Rivers women bring the river here or did the river bring the Rivers women?” Especially when they called her Lazy Rivers. It wasn’t curiosity or teasing. It was bullying. Samantha knew it was because they were afraid of her and her mother and grandmother and all the Rivers women who had come before her. 
Some people in town called them witches. Which they weren’t. They practiced no craft. They were just like everyone else. Except for the one thing they could do and what she hated being able to do. See memories. Why, in God’s name, could they see memories? What use was it? She had spent many nights crying herself to sleep over what felt like such an injustice. She yearned to be normal. Know things, or not, the way everyone else did. 
As far as she knew, every Rivers woman had the gift, so why would she get a pass? She remembered what it was like to live without the gift. For the first ten years of all their lives, they were blissfully normal. Then one day, soon after their tenth birthday, they’d see something that had happened before. Even if they had been warned, nothing could prepare someone for that first time.
Sam remembered her first memory, the one that wasn’t hers. It came from a boy in school. Until that moment, she had liked him. A lot. He was cute, funny, and very popular. One day, he turned around in class and said something to her. She never heard what he said. It was probably something trivial. But the memory wasn’t.
She saw him hit his little sister with a plastic bat. Hard. When his mother came into the room to find out why she was crying, he said she had fallen. His sister didn’t contradict him. She said, "Yes, that was what happened." The classroom had faded away during that moment, and she was so disoriented when it was over that the teacher had asked if she was okay. Like the little girl in the memory, she said that she was.
But she wasn’t. Of course, she knew about the gift. Her mother had told her all about it. But both of them had hoped she hadn’t received it, that she would go through her life never having someone else’s memory play like a movie in her head.  Not entirely like a movie though, because feelings came with it. All of them. The good, the sad, the ugly, the mean, the compassionate, the happy. All of them. It was hard enough to have your own feelings and then to have someone else’s all at once. It wasn’t a good gift to have. At all.
Thankfully, her first memory didn’t carry all the feelings; otherwise, Samantha didn’t think she would have been able to continue that day. Maybe that’s why it didn’t include the feelings. The gift was easing her into it. Her first reaction to the memory was disgust, then anger, and then the desire to tell him she knew what he had done. But both her mother and her grandmother had warned her to never do that. Don’t blurt out what you see.
So she kept quiet. But from that moment on, she stayed as far away as possible from the boy, and every time she saw his sister, she tried to give her extra attention. That girl eventually ran away from home when she was a teenager and was never seen again. Or at least that was the story. Sam had always wondered if that was what had happened.
That boy’s memories might have been the first she had seen of abuse, but it wasn’t the last. And each one burned a hole in her heart because she had no power to stop it. They were over and done with. Not the future. The past. It took many lovely memories to keep just one bad memory out of her dreams. And sometimes there weren’t enough of them to go around.
For a few months as a teenager, she had tried using her gift as a weapon even though she had been warned that it would backfire. And it did. She’d scare people with what she knew. She thought that meant they would leave her alone. Instead, it got worse. Eventually, she did what she had been told to do. Keep it to herself. But sometimes she felt as if she would explode.
After passing the man in the pickup truck, she was afraid. Not just because of him, but because as she drove down Main Street, she felt the buzz of the town, and that scared her. There was no way she wanted to be part of what was going on. So instead of driving through town north to her grandmother’s house, she took a left and headed out of town. She wasn’t ready for this. She’d go to the closest town instead and think things through. Spring Falls wasn’t too far away, just far away enough to decide what to do next.
And although she had visited the town once with her mother, just to see where Lazy Rivers turned into the falls they named the town after, she knew no one would recognize her. Perhaps she would change her name while she was there. She’d done it before. People in Spring Falls would probably know the Rivers’ name.
She’d be Samantha Warren—the pretend last name of the father she never knew. 






  
  Seven


To Serenity’s surprise, when she returned home, her mother was not in the bedroom but sitting in the one comfortable chair in the living room. She had gotten it for her a few years ago and had it sent to her from the store. She had made sure that the men bringing it would show her how to pull the lever, so it made an extension for her legs. 
Lizzy smiled at her daughter, and Serenity tried to smile back instead of scolding her for being out of bed. But she couldn’t help herself. Seeing how tiny and frail her mother looked in the chair, she said, “What are you doing up?”
“Not ready to die yet,” was her answer. 
As if you had a choice, Serenity thought, while knowing that she probably did, given her mother’s stubbornness. Well, all their stubbornness. Perhaps they had to be in order to survive so many memories that weren’t theirs. 
“Well, if you are going to be there, let me at least make you comfortable.”
A few minutes later, she had a pillow under her mother’s knees and a light blanket over her against the chill of the house.
“Hungry?”
She didn’t wait for the answer. She knew Lizzy would probably say no. Instead, she made a pot of coffee and a few slices of toast. She brought a tray for her mother, propped it on her lap, and then pulled a chair up closer to her so they could eat together.
“Maybe you need this chair more than me,” Elizabeth said, watching her daughter grimace as she lowered herself into her chair.
Serenity shook her head. “We all need a little work here,” she said as she waved her hand to include the two of them and the house.
“Agreed,” her mother sighed as she laid her head back in the chair. “Start right away, will you? Maybe start with your studio so you can keep on working.”
Serenity didn’t let the shock of her mother so readily agreeing to fixing the house show, but inwardly wondered what it meant. Getting her to do anything that wasn’t her idea had always been a trial. 
Instead, she smiled and said, “What about all of it at once? Do you know anyone who could handle it? Not just the house, but the yard and drive.”
“It will be expensive, won’t it? But I have money,” Elizabeth said. “What I don’t have is any idea who to hire.”
Both of them knew that was because Lizzy had been a recluse most of her adult life. Staying in the house by herself. Doing god knows what, Serenity thought. But then, had she been much better than that herself? Serenity wanted to ask her mother how she had money, but didn’t bother. Eventually, Lizzy would have to share all the information needed to continue running the house with her. This was just the beginning.
It seemed pathetic to her that she knew nothing at all about her mother’s life. Even when she was still living at home, she hadn’t known. But then, not sharing was the Rivers’ tradition. After all, she’d done the same thing with her daughter. As her mother drifted off to sleep, Serenity removed the tray, shuffled into the kitchen, washed the dishes, promised herself to have a dishwasher installed, and called her daughter again.
Maybe she could get her to come home now, and the three of them could live together and learn from each other while there was still time. 
Twenty miles away, Sam saw that her mother was calling and decided not to answer. But she was worried. Maybe her mother knew that she had returned. However, when she listened to the message, she was relieved. Serenity was asking her when she thought she’d be there.
But it was only a momentary release. Eventually, she’d have to go home, and what would they both say if they learned she had been so close and still didn’t have the guts to go home? It is what it is, she mumbled to herself as she drove into Spring Falls. First she’d have to find a place to stay, and then she needed food. Perhaps check out the campus. She remembered it being a pretty place to walk. And see the falls, of course. There was a book brewing in the back of her head, and that might help her see more of what it was going to be. She’d go to Lazy Rivers. Just not right away.
Serenity smiled to herself as she left the message. She didn’t know where Sam lived now; she was always moving. But she was sure that Sam would return soon to Lazy Rivers, and when she did, she’d help restore the house and maybe decide to stay. But first Serenity needed a nap, and then she’d deal with what needed to be done with the house.
All the bedrooms except her mother’s were upstairs. She remembered when she would take the stairs two at a time. Now she grunted at every step. And she’d have to make it back down again. She wasn’t sure who was making the most noise—her with her whizzing and grunting or the stairs as they squeaked and groaned. Her bedroom was at the end of the hall, but she wanted to turn it into her studio. It had the most light and the best view. Or maybe the room below it. It had the same light, and she could walk out into the garden. Well, what was once a garden, and she’d make it into one again.
Serenity was well aware that it was the light and view from her bedroom window had inspired her to paint when she was a girl. She didn’t paint scenes. She painted light with all its colors and waves and dancing. Standing in the room now, even with the musky smell and the old paint peeling off the walls and ceiling, she loved this room because of those memories.
In her mind’s eye, she saw the future of the room. The entire house, really. After a fire destroyed the first house on this land, the builders constructed this one to last. It had good bones, that’s what people would say. Land was another thing she needed to find out about. How much land did they own? She had heard as a girl that their land extended well past the river that she could see from the window. The river had also inspired her painting.
She supposed it was called the Lazy River because it meandered through the countryside, taking its time. She knew people used to tease her mother when she was young. Instead of Lizzy Rivers, she was called Lazy Rivers, and she had even heard people call her daughter that. Somehow, she had escaped that torture. 
Serenity shook her head. She never understood why people had to be so cruel. She believed in the innate kindness of people, but people often tested that belief. Especially when she saw some of their memories.
Although the bed was old and creaky, she had brought sheets and blankets with her, knowing her mother would still be using the ones they had when she was a child. So when she stretched out on the bed, she was grateful that for a moment she could pretend she was back home. Her home in the mountains. Not this ancestral home. 
She let herself believe that illusion as she drifted off to sleep, knowing when she woke up she’d be back in the old creaky house. And worst of all, she’d have to go into town and ask around for people who could help her with the work that needed to be done.
Downstairs, Elizabeth heard Serenity’s old bed creak and smiled to herself. Having Serenity home was going to be the best thing that ever happened to her. And then when Sam got there, it would be like heaven.
But first, they had things to fix. And not just the house. It was much more than that. It’s why she couldn’t die yet. She couldn’t leave things as they were. 






  
  Eight


The next morning, Serenity had another surprise. Her mother was wide awake, sitting in her chair, and reading a book. Her mother was reading a book! Where did the book come from? What book? 
Lizzy looked up and answered that question by saying, “Look at what book I’m reading,” turning it around so Serenity could see. It was one of Sam’s books. Serenity wasn’t sure which one it was because she had read none of them.
And now her mother had. Had the world turned upside down?
“Did you like this one?” her mother asked innocently, but Serenity felt the jab behind it. Her mother had guessed she hadn’t read it. 
She could lie and say she had, but chose instead to admit that she didn’t read her daughter’s books.
“You’re afraid, aren’t you? But of what?” Lizzy asked. “That she will reveal something or share something that will trigger you? Or embarrass you? Or make you feel guilty?”
Serenity sat down in the nearest chair and said, “All of those reasons, I suppose.”
Lizzy held out her hand, and reluctantly, Serenity took it. She had never enjoyed touching, and now her mother’s hand was old, no longer the one she remembered as a child. But then her hand was old too. Time flies, she thought with regret and anger.
That was the thing. She was angry. But at what or who, she wasn’t sure. Life maybe. This stupid gift. At least when you get a proper gift and you don’t like it, you can give it away, take it back, or exchange it. Not this one. They were stuck with it, for better or worse. 
Like a marriage, she thought, except none of them ever married. For a fleeting moment, she let herself think of Lucas. His green eyes and dark hair. Not tall, really, but definitely handsome. Here today, gone tomorrow like all the River’s men.
“There’s nothing in these books to worry about. Sam may have seen memories that served as inspiration for some stories, but all writers draw inspiration from everything around them, including their memories and things they have observed. Or curious about. Or where ever their muse takes them. Like your paintings. Just different. You use colors, brush strokes, and space on a canvas, and she uses words on a page.”
Serenity hung her head. She knew her mother was right. But she wasn’t ready. The books that Sam always sent her when they were published were packed and on their way. Perhaps when they arrived, she’d start one. Or not.
“And your gardening, mom. You do the same thing with the garden, don’t you?”
“Did.”
“Well, maybe get well, and we can get you back out there,” Serenity said as she leaned over and kissed her on the head. “I’m heading to town to try to scare up someone to help with the house.”
“And deal with the stares, too, right?”
“And that,” Serenity agreed. 
Before leaving, Serenity took a quick walk, just to say she did. She made a quick breakfast of coffee and a piece of toast for both her and her mother and prepared to let herself be seen. She could pretend that no one would know her in town, but that was useless. She wouldn’t be surprised to find out that the one car that had passed her on her walk yesterday had noticed her and sped directly into town and spread the word, “Serenity Rivers has returned.”
She doubted it would be that benign. More likely it would be something like, “One of those freaky Rivers women is back.” And then people would laugh and start telling stories. You’re exaggerating, Serenity said to herself. And even if you aren’t, let’s get it over with.
Lazy Rivers embodied the definition of a small town in every way. There were only a few stop lights, two places to eat, two coffee shops, one grocery store, and a farmer’s market every Saturday in the town square during the summer. And, of course, there is standard everyone-knows-everyone kind of gossip.
But the one thing that made it different from many small towns was that it had always been pretty. And Serenity knew that was something special. She had traveled to many places and there were not that many places where the people cared about the beauty of their town. This town did. 
Now that she was returning, she wondered why. Why did they care? And because she was a businesswoman at heart, where did the money come from?
Although the center of town was only a few miles from home, there wasn’t much to see on the way. Trees lined the road, and sometimes there were entrances you could barely see with long driveways like theirs that led to houses set back into the woods. 
Once in a while there was a field and a farmhouse. All of which Serenity appreciated. No strip malls. A good name for them, she thought. They were set in a strip, and they stripped away the beauty of the land. She knew they had built a mall just outside of town in the other direction. Hopefully that would satisfy everyone’s shopping urges, and perhaps it wasn’t ugly.
Just before she got to town, Serenity passed a sign saying Tate’s Nursery. She had forgotten about that place. Checking the rear-view mirror to see if anyone was behind her, she made a U-turn and headed back.
Pulling into the parking lot, a flood of memories came over her. Not someone else’s, hers. She had loved this place. Lizzy would bring her, and they would stroll the aisles in the store and out into the nursery, imagining where each plant would go in their garden. 
Stepping out of her car, Serenity took a deep breath and let the mix of smells drifting in the breeze wash over her. She felt the joy she used to feel here when she was young, before the gift happened. For a moment, she forgot she was in potentially dangerous territory until she heard a man call out, “Serenity Rivers! I heard you were in town.” 
Instinctively, she shut down her feelings and turned to face the man. At first she didn’t recognize him, and then she glimpsed the boy who had been her friend in school.
“Tom Tate, is that you?” Serenity said, surprising herself that she said that out loud.
Tom stopped a few feet from Serenity and let her look him over. He knew what she was doing. Trying to decide if she would let him get closer. In school, he saw her do it every day. Some kids laughed at her, but his mom had explained why she did it, and instead of laughing, he had yearned to be her friend.
And he had been for a while. Then she left town as soon as school was over, and he hadn’t seen her since.
So he stood still and waited, knowing this time she would have to look. And maybe let him back into her life.
Appreciating Tom’s stillness and being wise enough to notice the respect he was paying her, Serenity let herself remember the shy, skinny boy with reddish hair and freckles. The man in front of her still had some of that red hair, and his deep tan from working outside covered any freckles he might have had. But what hadn’t changed was how she felt about him.
“You never laughed,” she said, and she stepped forward to give him a rare hug. 






  
  Nine


Mama Tate stood inside the door of the nursery and watched the woman step out of the car and smiled to herself. Lizzy’s daughter. All grown up. Still beautiful. Still nervous about being with people. But she was here, and that was enough for now. She watched as her son called out Serenity’s name and then paused to let Serenity remember that he was a safe person. She was prouder than she could ever say of her son. He had always been kind and gentle, but he had grown wise and even strong over the years. 
Even though she would like to take credit for the human that was her son, she couldn’t really. She had only guided him. He was the one who had looked at the world that didn’t like him because he was different and decided to be bravely different. With his husband, Brad, they had weathered the storm of disapproval and waited it out. For the most part they were accepted, and she was ready to turn the nursery over to the two of them.
So she watched with pride and joy as Tom paused and then smiled with happiness as Serenity reached out and hugged him, a rare gift from her. As she did, Tom’s husband, Brad, stepped out from the gardens to say hello. 
And he too stood still, not pushing anything, as Tom introduced him to Serenity. Mama watched as Serenity took Brad in. She thought that the Rivers women were like dogs. What they did was a form of smell. Taking in the essence of the person they were meeting. If you rushed them, they were forever leery. But wait and let them taste a memory or two, and if you passed the test, it wasn’t as if you were instant friends, but at least you had a chance.
Long ago, Lizzy Rivers had let Ruth—but no one called her that anymore; she was Mama to everyone now—into her small inner circle of people she trusted. And the garden center had become a safe meeting place. It was as if the plants put a ring of protection around people when they were on the grounds.
Plants could feel people too, and Mama had often seen a plant turn away from people they didn’t like. And that was one reason she was happy that Serenity had returned home. Only once in all the years she had been part of the nursery had she seen plants react to someone the way she had the day that man had walked through the aisles. For years she wondered if he was responsible for all those missing boys. Mama didn’t know for sure, but the Rivers women might be able to help find out.
Mama’s thoughts were interrupted when Serenity reached out and shook Brad’s hand. And then the three of them walked towards her. She waited. Serenity didn’t pause this time. Instead, without thinking, she stepped forward and hugged her, saying, “Mama!” And Mama Tate thought this was why she loved being called Mama. The sound of someone who didn’t bestow trust lightly, calling her name with love, was her reason for existence. 
As she hugged Serenity back, she felt her tremors and knew how hard it was for her to be here, to be hugged, to be trusting. Mama thanked the gods for first having been born in Lazy Rivers and for this nursery, where Mama met the young man whose father owned the Tate Nursery and then passed it on to his son.
Ted Tate had been—no, still was—the love of her life. They had many years together before he passed away. He too had seen that man that day and whispered to her, “Stay away from him.” And she had. As much as she could. But looking back, she wasn’t sure that had been the wise thing to do. Perhaps she could have stopped him. Now, this time, maybe she could, because this time she would have help. 
“How’s your mother?” Mama asked Serenity. 
“Surprisingly well.”
Mama chuckled, not mincing words, because what use was that? She said, “So she got sick enough to bring you home, but now she’s getting better.”
Serenity paused and thought about it before answering and decided that perhaps that was exactly what had happened.
Squinting at Mama, she asked, “Do you know why?”
“Other than wanting her daughter
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