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Once Upon a River
A Novel

By Bonnie Jo Campbell

Author of the National Book Award Finalist American Salvage
“Singular and hypnotic.”
—Rick Bass
“A glorious novel, destined to entrance and provoke.”

—Booklist, starred review

“A truthful and deeply human story that pulls us in and won’t let go.”

—Library Journal, starred review
A finalist for the National Book Award and the NBCC Award, and the winner of the ForeWord Review’s Book of the Year Award in Fiction for her critically acclaimed short story collection American Salvage, Bonnie Jo Campbell is one of the most compelling new voices in American fiction. With keen insight, Campbell takes her trademark storytelling wit to new heights in the luminous novel ONCE UPON A RIVER [W. W. Norton & Company; July 5, 2011; $25.95 hardcover]. 

Masterfully evoking the sublime American wilderness favored by Annie Proulx and Wallace Stegner, this richly layered tale of love, hardship, self-exploration, and fortitude introduces the truly unforgettable character of Margo Crane and her river odyssey through rural Michigan. 

When it comes to the people in Margo’s world, steadfastness is in short supply. It isn’t too long after the death of beloved Grandpa Murray that Luanne Crane, Margo’s beautiful, alcoholic mother, vanishes without a trace. Then, one crisp November afternoon, Margo’s mentor Uncle Cal Murray makes a shocking transgression that sets in motion an inexorable series of events culminating in the violent killing of Margo’s father. Bereft of all human ties that bound her to dry land, Margo grabs her rifle, hops into her grandfather’s boat, and journeys down the Stark River in search of her lost mother. She is only sixteen years old. 

Divested of the confusing, oftentimes frightening demands of interpersonal relationships, Margo seeks companionship in the sweet, feral song of the Stark River, her trusty .22, and a tattered biography of her hero, Annie Oakley. Margo’s uncanny proficiency as a sharp shooter allows her to subsist off nature’s bounty. She finds a peculiar serenity in taking aim through a gun’s iron sights—the act provides a brief respite from the consuming grief over her father’s death. And, in a harsh world where survival often demands acting outside the law, this extraordinary skill often provides salvation.
But, while her gun keeps some at a distance, Margo’s striking beauty lures others closer. The Stark’s swift current draws her into chance relationships that complicate her journey. Brian Ledoux, Grandpa Crane’s friend from down the river, awakens an urgent physical desire within Margo that is enhanced by her naive longing for a man’s body to become a dwelling in which she can live and be safe. When misdeeds lead Brian to prison, Michael Appel, the man across the river whose dog Margo covets, takes Margo in and slowly reintroduces her to the possibility of mutual trust, respect, and commitment. But savage events on the river soon end this ephemeral domestic tranquility, and Margo is forced to flee. As she camps beneath the stars, a chance encounter with an enigmatic Indian brings with it the intoxicating taste of love intermingled with lust, and later the platonic friendship of an old man illustrates the capaciousness of the human heart. 

Marked by rich prose and a fast-moving, gripping plot, ONCE UPON A RIVER leaves the reader with a palpable sense of the savage beauty of the American landscape and its indelible counterpart in the recesses of the human spirit. Through an American Realist lens, Campbell deftly conjures a world that is cinematic in its vividness. Embodying the toughness of True Grit’s Mattie Ross, the daring of Huckleberry Finn, and the shooting prowess of Annie Oakley, Campbell’s sensibility is akin to the muscular vision of writers like Cormac McCarthy and Denis Johnson. Margo Crane is an extraordinary heroine who reminds us that the paths to freedom and self-understanding can be one and the same. 
About the Author:

Bonnie Jo Campbell is the author of three previous books, including American Salvage, a National Book Award Finalist. She lives in Kalamazoo, Michigan. Her Web site is: www.bonniejocampbell.com. 
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