
Advance Praise for Once in a 
Blue Moon

When Vicki Covington 
was a child, her mother 
was like a “white Rosa 
Parks.” She would seat 
her family in the back 
of the bus on their way 
downtown. When the 
driver asked that all 
whites move to the front 
of the bus, she would 
turn to Vicki and whis-
per, “just look out the 

window, sweetie.” That was in the late 1950s. Years 
later Vicki can still point to that foundation as what 
caused her to care about diversity and advocacy. 

Vicki Covington received a B.A. in sociology 
followed by a Masters in Social Work at the 
University of Alabama at Tuscaloosa. She worked 
as an outpatient therapist for twelve years in 
Birmingham. She had been faithfully keeping a 
journal since childhood but it was during this time 
her husband, writer Dennis Covington, helped her 
discover that there was a writer inside her waiting 
to come out. Her stories were published in Boston 
Globe Magazine, The New Yorker, and the Southern 
Humanities Review among others. She was also the 

“Meditations for Bad Girls” columnist at The Oxford 
American for a number of years.

In 1988, Covington’s career really took off when 
she received a National Endowment for the Arts 
fellowship and quit her day job to write full time. 
After publishing four novels with Simon & Schuster 
and one work of nonfiction with her husband in 
nine years, a perfect storm of personal and family 
crises hit. Covington did not write another word for 
fifteen years. But a few years ago, her need to write 
returned and the result is Once in a Blue Moon.

The Covingtons now live near their 
grandchildren in Lubbock, TX, with their 
dachshund named Pablo. Once in a Blue Moon is 
her love letter to the community she used to call 
home in Birmingham.
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“It’s wonderful to have a new Vicki Covington novel 
to recommend.  Once in a Blue Moon tells the story 
of a little community of lost souls who find each 
other in a season when hope and change seem like 
real possibilities. This is a lovely book, full of delight 
and real feeling. I can’t think of another quite like it.” 

—Mark Childress, author of Crazy in Alabama and 
Georgia Bottoms

“Vicki Covington is one of the most gifted and 
talented writers of the New South. In her latest 
novel, Once in a Blue Moon, she has created a most 
interesting group of diverse and unconventional 
characters, thrown together by chance, who soon 
come to discover the true meaning of friendship, 
family, and community.”

—Fannie Flagg, author of The Whole Town’s Talking

“I wondered if anyone could ever capture the 
excitement so many of us felt at Obama’s first 
election. Vicki Covington, an expert at conveying 
emotion, has. She also describes the intricate and 
specific world of Southside Birmingham, which 
conveniently has counterparts in every Southern 
city—small pockets of progressive and diverse life 
where people go along and get along. I’ll keep this 
tender book on my shelf.”

—Rheta Grimsley Johnson, author of The Dogs 
Buried Over the Bridge
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When I was growing up, I didn’t know I was a 
writer. I thought there was something wrong with 
me. I just didn’t know what it was. I didn’t like to play 
with other kids; I liked to spy on them. I roamed my 
neighborhood, searching for a group of kids to watch, 
to determine who was boss, who was left out, who 
was picking his nose.

I was also fond of eavesdropping on adult 
conversations, especially those of my parents, aunts, 
uncles, and grandparents. I loved their stories. I was 
an observer rather than a participant in life. I craved 
solitude. Life was a movie. I loved watching it. I just 
didn’t want to act in it.

When I was eight years old, my perceptive mother 
gave me my first diary. I started recording what I saw 
every day. I did this faithfully for years (and still do). 
But it never occurred to me that I might be a writer 
just because I wrote every day.

I can remember being on dates in high school. I 
was much more interested in watching the rearview 
mirror to see what the couple in the backseat was 
doing—as opposed to whatever it was I was supposed 
to be doing in the front seat. Around this time, I 
discovered the word voyeurism and thought, uh-oh, 
there’s a name for this thing and maybe it’s not so 
cool.

When it was time for college, I decided to study 
sociology and psychology. It seemed right to me—
again my preoccupation with people and their 
behavior. Plus, I figured I might learn what was 
wrong with me. I got an MSW (Master of Social 
Work) degree, went to work as a therapist, and had 
fun diagnosing myself and everyone around me. 
I noticed that I liked writing up the sessions more 
than the sessions themselves, though it was great 
getting to hear other people’s stories all day.

In 1977, when I was twenty-five, I married Dennis 
Covington, who already knew he was a writer. He got 
a job teaching at the College of Wooster in Wooster, 
Ohio, and I moved with him. One day, when I was 
writing in my journal, I found myself writing in 
third person rather than first. I was writing about a 
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character who was me but wasn’t me. When I finished, 
I showed it to Dennis and he said something like, 

“This isn’t a journal; it’s a short story. Welcome to the 
house of fiction.”

I knew then that I was a writer. That was the thing 
inside me. And I grew to understand that being a 
loner, being an observer, feeling out of place in the 
world—these are wonderful qualities for a writer to 
have. In fact, that’s just the way we are.

When we moved back to Birmingham, I kept writing 
stories and sending them out to magazines. Finally, a 
few literary magazines published some stories. Then 
in 1986, The New Yorker published two of my stories. 
This was the turning point. An editor at Simon & 
Schuster got in touch with me and asked if I had a 
novel. I sent her all I had, which was a collection of 
short stories. She selected one in particular and said, 

“This is the seed of your first novel; write it.” And that 
became the first chapter of Gathering Home, my first 
published novel. I would go on to write three more 
novels and two works of creative nonfiction.

My career was going well. Then suddenly, I 
stopped writing. My worst fear was becoming clear: 
the well had gone dry. 

I used to say that I’d go to my grave if I were to stop 
writing. But it happened. I did not write a word for 
fifteen years. All I can say is that, for some reason, the 
muse returned. Maybe it had something to do with 
providing childcare for my youngest grandson, Jude.

Maybe I need to have a young child around in 
order to write. After all, I wrote all four of my novels 
while my two children were young. In fact, Gathering 
Home was written when I was pregnant and had a 
toddler. I was able to write because there was no time 
to write. Maybe keeping Jude during the day was 
part of what caused me to begin writing again.

Whatever the reason, the muse came to me as 
mysteriously as it left me. I sat down one spring day 
and wrote a sentence that became a paragraph that 
became a page that became a chapter that grew into 
Once in a Blue Moon.

1. Which character(s) do you most identify 
with? Why?

2. What makes the 2008 Obama presidential 
campaign a good background for this story?

3. Landon is/was a therapist and all the charac-
ters immediately open up to her, would you 
do the same if a friend or acquaintance had a 
similar job? Have you used a friendship in a 
similar way?

4. How are race, gender, and class woven in to 
the story?

5. There is a level of openness among the neigh-
bors. Would you find that same reception in 
a different kind of neighborhood? Or in a dif-
ferent geographical location?

Discussion Questions


