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Local Author Overcomes Ten-Year Struggle to Tell Detroit Story

Detroit author Heather Buchanan knows a thing or two about patience: after ten long years, she has finally completed her novel. Surviving countless tragedies and hitting several literary brick walls, Buchanan feels a great sense of relief to finally set her story free. Looking back on her motivations for the creation of the novel (which has a dark premise), Buchanan admits a connection between a dark time for her heroine, and dark times for herself. 

Buchanan started her novel, Dark River, in the midst of tragedy. While working on the novel while employed as a foster care worker with abused children, she was also simultaneously filing restraining orders against a violent ex-husband. However, she did not let these distractions keep her from her goal of finishing the novel. 

A longtime fan of suspense novels, Buchanan had always dreamed of writing one. After getting positive feedback from her critique group, she started writing the novel that would eventually become Dark River, in earnest. Set in the early days of Detroit, Dark River centers around a young woman caught between the past and the future. But in the case of the heroine, Isabelle Fontaine, the future is in doubt, as her life is in danger. “The struggle for Isabelle, and another major character Michael St. Vincent is: do you succumb to the bitter past, or do you fight for your future?” Buchanan says.

The path to completion of the novel was arduous for Buchanan, who witnessed countless deaths of loving family members and professional mentors, to the murder of her infant nephew, to her greatest tragedy, her mother’s stroke. Buchanan gives all credit to her mother, who exemplifies strength every day. 

On the literary side, fear dogged Buchanan as she fought for historical accuracy; the novel takes place in two eras, French Colonial Detroit, a.k.a. “New France,” and 1836 Detroit.  She soon found herself buried in a room full of historical research ranging from Jesuit diaries and French dictionaries to 19th Century maps of Detroit. Buchanan states she finally gave herself permission to finish the novel after a conversation with Pulitzer prize winner Edward P. Jones, author of The Known World, who told her there’s a point where a writer needs to stop researching and start writing. 

“That was my ‘Aha!’ moment, where I reassessed piles of facts and dates, and focused back on the story itself.”

Looking back, however, Buchanan says that for some writers, taking 10 years to finish a book is not rare. She points out Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, which took five years, and Margaret Walker’s Jubilee, which took decades to write.  Buchanan is certain that Dark River would probably have been different if the obstacles she faced had been removed. Bright spots play a factor in the novel as well. In real life, there have also been bright spots: she remarried six years ago, and another nephew was born. 

Now, she faces the bittersweet task of letting the story, a decade-old companion, go. One thing, regardless of strife or joy, has been consistent in Buchanan’s life: love of writing. “Life is about challenges and how we overcome them,” she says. “Never give up.”

Heather Buchanan is a native Detroiter, and has always been fascinated with her city's history. Inspired by a series of articles about the little-known truth of slavery in Detroit and the reality of an unknown dead slave woman, Heather embarked on a ten-year odyssey to bring Dark River to life. An award-winning publisher, poet and playwright, Heather is currently on the faculty of Lansing Community College, Schoolcraft College, and Wayne State University, respectively. She resides with her husband in Detroit, and is hard at work on a new journal featuring Midwest writers.
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