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  For the people who carry shovels and clipboards, soup and stubbornness.

For the rivers that keep the minutes when we forget.

For the children who will inherit both our mistakes and our repairs.







  
    
      A river does not forgive.

It remembers—

then asks if we’ll do the same.
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  Foreword



Cities are often told to choose between memory and momentum. The work in these pages argues for both. Riverbones is a story about a dead river waking, but it is also a field manual for civic courage—the kind that is assembled from small, unglamorous verbs: test, mend, unclog, consent, listen.

When I consult on river recovery, I ask two questions. First: “Where did the water go when we stopped paying attention?” Second: “Who kept paying attention anyway?” This novel answers both with a chorus—teachers, elders, teenagers, councilmembers, mechanics, even an unlikely corporate emissary—knitting attention back into policy. The book’s realism is its hope. Flood gardens, consent decrees, culvert breathing room, “citizen acoustics”: these are not miracles. They’re maintenance. They’re democratic weather.

What matters most is the ledger. Not the paper one alone—the social ledger kept in names spoken aloud, harms called what they are, and credits paid forward in public. The river in these pages does not absolve; it insists. And the city learns to insist with it.

Read this as a story, yes. But let it sharpen your sense of what is possible in your own watershed. Novelists give us practice. May you finish these chapters with sleeves already rolled.

— from a river practitioner who believes in receipts and rain







  Preface



I began this book in a summer of brown lawns and quiet creeks. A bridge I loved showed me its mudline like a forgotten scar. I kept hearing the question that became the spine here: if a river woke up, would we deserve it?

I wanted to write against two temptations: despair that turns us ornamental, and optimism that refuses to do the math. The characters who stepped forward—Eleanor, Maya, Caleb, Avery, Darnell, Margaret—arrived with calloused hands and complicated loyalties. They asked me to treat policy like plot and plot like public work. I tried to honor that.

Nothing here is copied from any single place. Everything here is true to dozens of places: floodplains fenced in and then forgiven, plant closures that left both grief and skills behind, teenagers who become the best kind of data. I hope the book reads like a hand on your shoulder and a nudge toward the shed where the tools are kept.

If you go looking for your own river, bring a notebook. Bring neighbors. Bring a willingness to rename what your town has called “regret.” And bring time. Rivers speak slowly until they don’t.
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Millstown, 1913.

Harold Whitcomb warmed the ink between his fingers before he uncapped the bottle. The ledger’s paper buckled slightly in the damp, hungry air of the pump room. Overhead, a pulley creaked. Outside, the Marrow ran high on snowmelt, bright and impatient at the bend.

The board had voted that afternoon. The minutes rendered it plain: authorize emergency redirection, purchase of brick and pitch, night work only. The language dressed harm in a suit. Harold’s hands smelled of coal dust and boiled coffee. He had signed pay slips and accident reports and three rusted promissory notes this winter. He did not sign this entry quickly.

“Settlements,” the column read, as if naming sorrow could domesticate it. He wrote the names he was given, the figures calculated by men who had never hauled a body from cold water. His pen faltered at “R. Malone,” then found steadiness out of habit. He noted a separate sum: “Reed Doyle—extra crew, midnight.” The river thudded against stone with a warning he chose to call wind.

Down in the tunnels, men stacked brick like a prayer said backward. They walled the old sluice and pitched it black. Someone whistled to keep time—an old hymn with the wrong chorus. Harold signed again where authorization required it. He did not look up when the door opened and his foreman stepped in, boots lacquered with wet dirt.

“It’s done,” Reed said. “You’ll have your straight run by sunrise.” He meant the mills would. The city would have invoices. The river would have memory.

Harold blotted the page and closed the book. He took a fresh sheet, not for the company but for the future, and drew the river as it had been—a braid through meadows, a set of stone teeth above the quarry, the third gate marked with a small X. He wrote, “Debts and settlements,” and tucked the map into the back cover where his grandson might find it or a stranger who would be braver.

He set his hand against the wall and felt vibration searching for a word. The pumps shuddered; the room exhaled. The river outside slipped into the new course with a sound like a door that thinks it will not be opened again.

Harold capped the ink. He told himself he was buying time. He told himself his children would not drink fire. He told the ledger the thing he could say nowhere else: “Forgiveness is not mine to ask for you, but I will leave the door.”

The Marrow kept its minutes.
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This novel takes place in a near-future United States that looks uncomfortably like the present—a little hotter, a little poorer in patience, richer in receipts. Laws evolve. So do seasons. Infrastructure fails in public. Resilience, when it arrives, is local and a little improvised.

You’ll meet a city that has learned to doubt itself and a river that refuses to be a metaphor. The tools in these pages are real: flood gardens, weirs, consent decrees, community monitoring, daylighted streams, baseflow protection. The conflicts are real as well: amnesty versus amends, speed versus care, private liability versus public harm, the slow arithmetic of trust.

Why begin with a ledger? Because climate work is accounting—of carbon, of dollars, of grief, of courage. Because names, spoken aloud, are infrastructure. Because a river can be a plaintiff, a teacher, and a rumor that turns out to be true.

This book is not instruction; it is invitation. If it leaves you with a list, good. If it leaves you with a neighbor’s phone number and a map of your storm drains, even better.
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The riverbed looked like a long scar healed wrong, puckered with tire ruts and cracked clay. Eleanor Hart parked on the old levee at dawn, windows fogged by her breath, the cold holding steady over Millstown. She’d left once, two decades and one divorce ago, swearing she’d never come back to this stubborn, grieving city. Yet here she was, Water Department badge on her coat, palms on the steering wheel like prayer, listening for a sound no one expected: a river taking breath after years of holding it.

She’d argued at council that the Marrow wasn’t dead, only starved—cut off by culverts, poisoned by the old refinery, drained by thirstier summers. You couldn’t convince grief, though; grief chose its own facts and clung to them like barnacles to a hull. Still, the models had whispered possibilities. Atmospheric rivers wandering east. Dams upstream adjusting flow. A winter that saved its snow and then, mischievous, sent it all in one sudden thaw, as if remembering something it had promised to deliver.

Darnell Brooks shuffled down the levee steps with a thermos and a grin he tried to hide, as if any open happiness might spook the morning. “You checking the corpse again?” he called, voice creaking like dock wood. He used to sell catfish out of a cooler behind the church. Now he sold stories, and people paid in coffee and careful attention. Eleanor lifted a hand, uncertain if
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