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A sliver of moon was chalked on the last smudge of darkness, underlit now by a thin 
red line of dawn. But Vonda kept her eyes narrowed within the white tunnel of her 
headlights, catching only a fleeting glimpse of the sign that welcomed her to North 

Carolina. She had left Memphis in a hurry, half-packed and anxious, after wrestling with 
whether to wait for Chuck and tell him to his face she was leaving, or be gone and let him 
figure it out, or maybe just leave a letter that explained it all. Vonda had tried to compose a 
letter that made some semblance of sense, but her thoughts were so skittish she couldn’t corral 
them long enough to force them onto paper. And knowing she might lose her nerve if she faced 
off with Chuck—and that he might blow up and hurt her—she had decided on what she knew 
her daddy would have deemed the coward’s way out. 

Then again, her daddy never would have been taken in by Chuck, 
a smooth-talking salesman Vonda honestly did believe could sell ice 
to an Eskimo . He sure as hell had persuaded her that he was the 
answer to her prayers, her way out of a marriage she had convinced 
herself was dying a slow painful death, and an entry into the fast 
life of the big city . Not that it had been a clean, surgical exit—there 
had been plenty of pain and doubt—but she had managed to cast 
aside her guilt long enough to flee to Memphis where Chuck had 
been transferred to head up the southeastern region of SMK Tool & 
Die . When she got there, he’d already acquired a swanky townhouse 
close enough to Beale Street that they could walk over for drinks 
and a dose of the blues, and made it plain Vonda didn’t have to work 
unless she just wanted to or needed the stimulation . For Vonda, it 
had seemed like her fantasies had been magically transformed into 
reality, and she quit dwelling too much on what she’d left behind and 
the hurt she’d done . 

Until, that is, she started seeing that Chuck up close was not really 
the romantic notion she’d created in the throes of a fast-paced court-
ship in which Vonda understood now she had been blinded by a 
need to be desired and supported by a man who appeared to be of 
substance . Unfortunately, what she had discovered the hard way was 
that the main substance Chuck was composed of was bullshit, and 
that once he had her hooked, he could be self-centered, petty, and 
mean .

Which meant that all of a sudden Cliff didn’t look so bad . In fact, 
from the long view—Memphis to Asheville—her husband again 
became the calm, gentle guy who wooed her and won her when 
she was barely nineteen, stayed close for the next twenty-six years 
while they raised their two girls, even hung on desperately when she 
became obsessed with the belief she had deserved more out of life, 
and life was too short to settle for less . And then she began taking 
the steps to prove it, the most obvious strategy being to find another 
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man who could and would provide the finer things in life in return 
for the devotion and affection of a woman on the north side of forty 
who could still turn heads, and knew a trick or two in the sack . 

There’d been a couple of possible candidates before Vonda ran 
across Chuck one night in a downtown bar after she had ditched her 
two girlfriends from work—both divorced and desperately on the 
prowl and, therefore, competition . They had been her excuse to get 
out of the house, though she had by then become almost blatant in 
her disregard for Cliff and no longer made any attempt at inventing 
reasons to go out . Life was too fragile, Vonda told Cliff, to sit around 
and watch television and chit-chat and go out for dinner every once 
in a while . There had to be something better, and when Cliff wrestled 
her onto his lap, told her he still loved her as much as ever and would 
do anything for her to make things what she wanted, she laughed in 
his face and went out the door . And then out of the house and out of 
town to the waiting arms of Chuck .

Yeah, Chuck had been tall, good-looking and fun, liked to party, 
and seemed to have plenty of money to throw around . But he also 
took himself pretty seriously, and was always ready and willing to 
flirt with any female in sight, even when he was with Vonda . And 
he enjoyed reminding her that he was six years younger, which he 
claimed made her one of those cougars . It also turned out he had 
a pretty bad temper and, when crossed, had no problem getting 
physical with Vonda . In fact, she still had bruises on her arm from a 
recent disagreement over why he was late again for dinner . That was 
certainly something she’d never had to fear from Cliff .

So now she was headed back, blazing a path down I-40 to see what 
could be salvaged of what had been home, realizing suddenly it had 
been just over a year since she fled . Her eyes were burning from the 
hours of straining over the wheel, having 
never liked driving at night, especially on 
an interstate where traffic flowed fast and 
faster . The promise of morning gave her a 
little lift while a sign placing Asheville just 
thirty-six miles down the road churned 
up some uncertainty . Vonda picked up 
her phone from the seat and checked it, 
but again found no call or message from 
Chuck, who by now surely would have 
figured out the disarray in the bedroom 
meant she had fled, even without the torn 
slip of paper slapped on the bathroom mirror on which she’d finally 
managed to scrawl: i’m gone. for ever. vonda. She hadn’t been able to 
figure out if “for ever” should be one word or two, but decided Chuck 
would get the drift either way . The fact he hadn’t tried to reach her 
seemed to indicate he didn’t really care one way or the other, which 
caused Vonda to wonder again about the late meetings at the office 

and recent trips out of town . 
The sun had lifted over the ridges long enough to give Vonda a 

face full of golden light before it hid behind hulking gray clouds . 
The thermometer in her car registered a hard twenty-nine, which 
she knew was the perfect temperature for snow . In fact, she thought 
it might be kind of nice to see some flakes—she’d always welcomed 
those mornings when the whiteness settled in, shut everything down 
and laid a sense of peace over the world .

But right now she turned her thoughts again to the things she 
wanted to say to Cliff, the fragments she’d been practicing in her 
head off and on during the drive, imagining his reaction and then 
editing in hopes of producing just the result she wanted . She also 
needed to pee and wanted to touch up her makeup before surprising 
Cliff at home, and considered hitting an upcoming rest stop . How-
ever, she also wasn’t too far from the exit to Swannanoa, where her 
sister lived . Vonda knew Carla’s husband would have left for work 
and her kids would be gone to school, so she decided that would be a 
better plan . Besides she hadn’t seen her sister since she left, had only 
talked to her on the phone a couple of times .

Vonda swung off the exit, cut back through town and rolled up in 
front of Carla’s low-slung brick ranch from which smoke belched, 
indicating the wood stove Ken had installed to heat the place was 
going full-blast . Vonda could smell the burning hardwood before 
she even got out of the car, and it made her think of her granddaddy 
and grandmama’s old farmhouse up above Jack’s Creek where she’d 
spent lots of time when she was a little girl . This whole return thing 
was making her feel surprisingly nostalgic, as if she really were find-
ing her way back to where she belonged .

When she tapped on the dingy diamond-shaped window in the 

back door, Vonda saw her sister jump and turn quickly toward her, 
cinching up the belt of a shabby pink robe . First, Carla looked a little 
puzzled, like she wasn’t quite sure whose face was peeking in . Then, 
she kind of half smiled when Vonda rattled the knob and yelled, 
“Damn, Carla, let a girl in . It’s freezing out here .”

Once admitted to the kitchen, which was almost stifling with heat, 
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the two sisters half-hugged before pulling back to check each other 
out . Vonda saw that Carla was still carrying the weight from her last 
kid, which she had sworn she was going to drop in the first year, 
and then the second, but now clung to her as an admission she just 
didn’t have the willpower, energy or inspiration . Not that Ken had 
any room to bug her since Vonda had been surprised to see him 
go from a burly kid to a regular old bubba with a bulging beer gut . 
He had what her Aunt Ruthie used to call “dunlap disease,” because, 
she’d chuckle, “his belly done lapped over his belt .” 

“Honey, you look good,” Vonda lied, also noting her sister’s stringy 

hair and pimply cheeks .
Carla smiled . “But never as good as you, big sister . Good ol’ Vonda, 

always decked out, made up and looking fine .”
Vonda caught a whiff of sarcasm, but let it go . “Well, I try,” she 

said, smiling . “But right now, if I don’t pee, I’m gonna blow a gasket, 
as Daddy used to say .”

Carla snorted and reminded her she knew where the bathroom 
was, and to ignore the mess because between Ken and the kids it 
probably looked like a tornado had blasted through . Which was true, 
as Vonda had to pluck a wet towel off the toilet seat and then discov-
ered there was virtually no toilet paper, just about half a sheet still 
clinging by a corner to the cardboard roller . Vonda managed as best 
she could with that, then figured what the hell and used the corner 
of the towel to finish the job before tossing it into the tub, which had 
an ugly gray ring circling it . Vonda tried to ignore the general chaos 
as she propped her handbag on the edge of the sink and gave her  
makeup a once-over . She actually was surprised it still was service-
able, considering the haste with which she’d applied it before bolt-
ing Memphis . And even though she was tired and edgy, she looked 
pretty good in her opinion, though she was afraid she saw a strand 
or two of silver woven into the carefully selected shade of auburn—it 
was called “Vixen”—that contrasted nicely with her hazel eyes and 
full lips, which she stroked again with one of the fiery red versions of 

those new lip glosses that supposedly couldn’t be kissed off .
When she got back to the kitchen, Carla was sitting at the met-

al-legged table, nursing a cup of coffee and looking ragged . “You 
want some coffee?” Carla asked without much enthusiasm .

“Nah, I better not . That stuff still makes me jittery .”
Vonda saw Carla tilt her head and openly give her a long up-and-

down examination, paying special attention to the sharp-heeled, 
pointy toed red pumps Vonda was sporting . “Nice shoes,” she said . 
“Bet they cost a pretty penny .”

Vonda made a point of glancing down at her shoes, as if she 
couldn’t remember what she had on . “Well, 
you know, good shoes do cost, but they last 
and, you know, make your legs look good .” 
She did a quick little fashion pose, hoping 
her sister would laugh .

But she didn’t . Instead, she said, “What 
the hell are you doing here, Vonda? Just 
out of the blue? I mean, you left out of here 
without a word a year ago, didn’t call me for, 
what, a couple of months, didn’t even get 
in touch with Cliff for at least a week . Shit, 
we didn’t know where you were, or even if 
you were dead or alive . I know you talked 
to your girls, but you damn sure could have 

gotten up with the rest of us, too . You know, the other people who 
cared about you? Or is it just that guy—what’s his name, Chuck—is 
the only one who matters now?”

Vonda was a bit taken aback by her sister’s sharp words . “Yeah, 
well, you know, I’m sorry about all that . I kind of lost my grip on 
things back then, was going through a lot and just needed some dis-
tance .” 

“Well, you sure as hell got that,” Carla said .
Vonda sat down across from Carla, thought about reaching out for 

her hand, but didn’t . “Listen, honey, I’m sorry for what I did and how 
I did it . That’s why I’m back here now, to try and make amends, clean 
things up and maybe get things straight . It took me awhile, but I 
figured out the mistakes I made, and now I’m trying to change back, 
learn from the mistakes .”

Carla pinched her lips and eyes, stared hard at Vonda . “Are you 
saying you’re wanting to get back with Cliff?”

Vonda nodded . “That’s pretty much what I’m hoping for, assuming 
he can forgive me . I mean, do you think he’ll do that? I know you’ve 
probably seen him .”

Carla turned toward the window and the backyard where snow 
was starting to spiral down . “I don’t have anything much to say about 
all that, except maybe good luck . You’re smart enough to know you 
hurt him really bad . And, on top of that, you probably don’t know it 
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Instead, she said, “What the hell are you doing here, Vonda? 
Just out of the blue? I mean, you left out of here without a word 
a year ago, didn’t call me for, what, a couple of months, didn’t 
even get in touch with Cliff for at least a week. Shit, we didn’t 

know where you were, or even if you were dead or alive. 
I know you talked to your girls, but you damn sure could have 
gotten up with the rest of us, too. You know, the other people 

who cared about you? Or is it just that guy—what’s his name, 
Chuck—is the only one who matters now?”
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but the plant pretty much shut down a couple of months back, and 
Cliff and bunch of folks lost their jobs . It hasn’t been a real easy time 
for him . So you’re on your own .”

Vonda started to say something else, but Carla kind of waved 
her off . “I don’t really want to hear any more right now,” Carla said, 
still looking out the window . “Maybe later, maybe after things settle 
down some .” She paused . “Assuming they do .”

“Well, I have high hopes,” Vonda said, a little brighter than neces-
sary, rising from the chair and brushing imaginary crumbs off her 
skirt . “I’m hoping he’ll give me a chance to explain things, and a 
chance to make it up to him .”

“Like I said, good luck with that,” Carla said, still not looking at 
her sister . “If you end up staying around, maybe we can talk about 
some stuff .”

“I’d like that, honey,” Vonda said, bending over to brush her sister’s 
cheek with a light touch of her lips, leaving a shadowy smudge . She 
pulled strands of hair back, tucked them behind Carla’s ear . “You 
know I love you, sis . Always have, always will . We’re blood . We 
always take care of each other, right?”

Carla’s answer was a half-shrug, which stung Vonda in a way she 
didn’t like . “Okay, well, that’s how I feel, and nothing’s ever gonna 
change that . Guess we’ll talk soon .” And Vonda went out the back 
door, pulling it closed a little harder than she probably needed to, but 
just wanting to demonstrate this was serious business .

Before she got back on the interstate, Vonda made a quick stop at 
McDonald’s, figuring she needed to eat something even though her 
stomach was a little knotted and queasy—
probably just a bit of nerves, she figured . 
Sitting in the parking lot, she made a half-
hearted attempt on an Egg McMuffin, but 
ended up just drinking some milk .

The short journey back home, or what 
had been home and, she thought, might 
be again, took maybe twenty minutes, 
but seemed much longer . She prolonged 
it more by taking a circuitous route, tell-
ing herself she needed to see if things had 
changed . But it seemed little had mani-
fested itself in her absence, though she did 
notice a computer shop in a building that 
once had housed a florist . Vonda thought 
the old lady who had owned it was named Estelle, and she remem-
bered buying an arrangement there one Easter for her daddy’s grave . 
And she passed the plant where Cliff had worked for, what, sixteen 
or seventeen years, she guessed . She’d first heard about the closing 
from one of her girls—she couldn’t remember if it was Faith or 
Hope—which was why she was fairly certain Cliff would be at home 

this morning . Vonda prayed he was in a charitable frame of mind 
and willing to let her speak her piece .

When she finally turned onto Hawthorne Lane and saw the white 
house in the distance, Vonda lifted her foot off the pedal and let 
the car settle to a crawl . Cliff ’s faithful old Buick Regal was in the 
driveway, precisely where she’d seen it a thousand times before, and 
the house looked exactly the same, except the windows seemed half-
awake in the grayness of the morning . Vonda stopped before she got 
to the driveway, pulled over onto the brittle-brown grass, shoved the 
car into park, turned it off and watched—for what, she wasn’t sure, 
but felt there should be some sign, some acknowledgement of her 
presence, something that said welcome home . But there was nothing 
except the touch of a few flakes on the windshield, which instantly 
converted into droplets that meandered down the glass . 

One deep breath, then two, before Vonda climbed out of the car, 
after checking her hair and face in the mirror behind the visor . She 
took quick steps up the driveway, noticing for the first time rough 
patches and cracks in the concrete . She considered bearing left on 
the sidewalk and up to the front door, but decided instead to go in 
through the back, just like always--the front door was for company 
and strangers, and she was neither .

On the small porch, after managing the two steps carefully in her 
heels, Vonda pulled her tight skirt down hard and straight, pushed 
her shoulders back and thought of herself taking on a world-weary 
face that would show much and say all when Cliff saw her . She almost 
announced herself with a curt tap on the glass, having considered 

pushing the door open and, like always, announcing loudly and 
with humor, “Honey, I’m home .” Then, if Cliff was in the kitchen, 
maybe do a little dance step, throw out her hands, yell “ta-da,” hope 
he laughed .

That had been the plan when she was driving, but now, faced with 
a gleam of uncertainty in the empty kitchen she saw through the 
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Vonda closed the door softly and examined the kitchen, her 
kitchen. She always had thought it cheery and warm, but now 
it felt chilled and dull. Even odder, Vonda didn’t recognize the 
smell of the place, that comforting identity that marks a place 
you know, like how her grandmama’s house always smelled a 
particular way she would know even with her eyes closed, a 
soothing blend of wood smoke and baked bread. It disoriented 
her, and Vonda shut her eyes tight, hoping memory would take 
over, push aside the unfamiliar and replace it with the right 
things. A rustle snapped her back, and she heard a voice say, 
“Somebody out there?”
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window, she regrouped and clicked two long red nails lightly on the 
glass as she quietly turned the knob and leaned in . “Hellloooo,” she 
cooed . “Anybody home?”

She could hear the murmur of the television from the den and 
maybe the crackle of a fire . Vonda closed the door softly and exam-
ined the kitchen, her kitchen . She always had thought it cheery and 
warm, but now it felt chilled and dull . Even odder, Vonda didn’t rec-
ognize the smell of the place, that comforting identity that marks a 

place you know, like how her grandmama’s house always smelled a 
particular way she would know even with her eyes closed, a soothing 
blend of wood smoke and baked bread . It disoriented her, and Vonda 
shut her eyes tight, hoping memory would take over, push aside the 
unfamiliar and replace it with the right things . A rustle snapped her 
back, and she heard a voice say, “Somebody out there?”

Another deep breath and Vonda tiptoed over the linoleum, peeked 
into the den . Since it was almost February, she was surprised to see 
a fully decorated and lit Christmas tree in the corner beside the fire-
place . Cliff sat in his scuffed tweed chair facing the television, his 
head half-swiveled toward the kitchen . He squinted when her face 
came partially around the door frame, but otherwise there was no 
reaction .

“Hi ya, Cliff,” she said cheerfully, or attempting it . “Remember 
me?”

He didn’t get up like he was supposed to or even move, then said in 
a scratchy voice that implied he hadn’t spoken aloud much that day, 
“What do you want, Vonda?”

This wasn’t at all how it was supposed to go, how she had envi-
sioned it out there on the dark road . But Vonda strolled on into the 
room, coming around to face Cliff with her hands clasped in front 
of her . His face seemed older and softer-edged than she recalled, 
and she noticed an abundance of gray sprouting in his sideburns, 
which needed trimming . He had on that faded plaid flannel shirt, 
his favorite . Cliff watched her closely, his expression flat and neutral . 
She spoke first . “Well, hello to you, too . I kinda hoped I’d get a little 

warmer welcome than that .”
His snort was inscrutable—she couldn’t tell if it was derisive or 

slightly amused . “You walk out of here, what, a solid year ago, don’t 
look back, don’t tell me the truth about what’s going on, don’t even 
tell me half the truth, for that matter, and now you honestly believe 
you’re gonna waltz back in here, get a big howdy and a hug? You 
must be crazier than I thought, Vonda .”

Just like with her sister, the venom surprised her, hadn’t been part 
of her vision, so now she had to go with 
the flow . “Okay, Cliff, that’s fair of you to 
say, and I know I deserve it,” Vonda said, 
dipping her chin a little, sounding contrite . 
“But I want—”

“Damn right you deserve it,” Cliff inter-
rupted, obviously not willing to let her script 
unfold . “You made a goddamn fool of me in 
front of everybody that knows us . Ran off in 
the middle of the night with another man . 
Of course, that was after you’d been did-
dling around with some other guys, which, 
stupid ass I am, I didn’t find out about until 

after you were gone, when some of our friends decided I should 
know the whole truth about all the lying and cheating . And now you 
show your face back here, just come traipsing in the back door like 
nothing’s happened—”

Cliff ran out of steam, his face reddened . Her own face was hot, 
too, because Vonda felt like she’d been slapped, and, with some effort, 
she sidestepped over to the couch and eased down on the edge, 
knees clasped hard together . She leaned forward toward Cliff, arms 
laid along her thighs, palms up . There were tears clouding her eyes, 
which hadn’t been part of the plan either . No tears, she’d coached 
herself . You can be sweet, be apologetic, but no crying . Makes you 
look weak and guilty, ruins your  makeup . But too late now .

“Listen, Cliff honey, I know everything you say is right, and I’m 
here to tell you I know about the mistakes I made, and how wrong 
all the things were that I did, but—”

“Did I ever treat you bad, Vonda?” 
She had felt her words laid out just like she’d practiced them, but 

Cliff had scattered them again . She felt no choice but to say, “No, I 
can’t say you ever really did, but—“

“That’s right,” he said roughly, pushing himself up from the chair 
and staring down . “That’s exactly right . I loved you like a fool from 
the day I laid eyes on you down there at the lake . Listened to you 
talk about how hard it had been with your daddy dying and your 
mama never getting over it, drinking and grieving, and how you 
wanted a good solid life . And that’s what I promised you, and that’s 
what I worked like hell every damn day to give you . Walked in that 
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His snort was inscrutable—she couldn’t tell if it was derisive or 
slightly amused. “You walk out of here, what, a solid year ago, 

don’t look back, don’t tell me the truth about what’s going on, 
don’t even tell me half the truth, for that matter, and now you 

honestly believe you’re gonna waltz back in here, get a big 
howdy and a hug? You must be crazier than I thought, Vonda.”

Just like with her sister, the venom surprised her, hadn’t been 
part of her vision, so now she had to go with the flow. “
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back door every week and handed you my paycheck, trusted you to 
get what you wanted, what we needed . I let you do just about any-
thing you ever desired, and did anything within my power I thought 
would make you just a little happier . And you know what, I honestly 
believed we were happy, had things special . Made this place into a 
real home, raised our girls into good women . And then? And then, I 
just don’t know what the hell happened .”

Cliff turned away, went to the fireplace, picked up the poker to jab 
it hard into the logs, which jumped red and yellow . Vonda stared 
straight ahead, but he might as well have been stabbing that hot 
metal into her guts . Before he said even one more word, she started 
explaining in a torrent how she had come to feel lost in what they 
had and, somehow, denied a more special life, the kind a little girl 
had imagined alone in her room in the dark, while her little sister 
slept and her mother cried softly in another part of the house . How 
she had loved him, had never stopped loving him and her girls and 
this house and their life together, but came down with an icy fear in 
her soul that said if she didn’t get what she needed, it was going to 
be too late to be really happy, and she was going to go crazy and be 
of no use to him or any one else . And how she had let that fear make 
her lose control and do things she still couldn’t believe and come to 
terms with, and how she really finally had gone crazy—she knew that 
now—and did what she did like a cold-blooded killer who couldn’t 
tell right from wrong . And how she had been punished and come 
back to herself and seen the wrongs, and wanted him to forgive her, 
maybe even forget about it all . How she believed she could explain 
it to their girls—they were grown up enough to understand—and 
make things right with them, with every-
body .

Vonda stumbled to a halt, her breathing 
hard and quick . She still didn’t look at him, 
but felt like her words were hanging black 
in the room, to be seen and cross-exam-
ined . Vonda knew she was afraid to look 
at him .

His voice was firm, almost without a hint 
of emotion, which surprised her . “What exactly is it you’re wanting, 
Vonda? You want me to forgive you? And forget about all this stuff 
you’ve done to us all? Is that it?”

Vonda wasn’t sure if he expected her to answer, or if she could . But 
before she made up her mind, he went on . She knew he was looking 
at her, glanced up once quickly, but couldn’t hold his gaze and put 
her face back down, concentrating on the words .

“You know something, Vonda? I might be able to forgive you 
someday . To be honest, I’ve done a good bit of thinking and studying 
since you’ve been gone, changed in a whole lot of ways . Found a lot 
of good things in the Bible and some books JoBeth gave me, thinking 

they might help me, even some Buddhist stuff .”
Vonda couldn’t resist saying, “Christ almighty, Cliff, you aren’t a 

Buddhist . You’re Baptist through and through .”
He actually chuckled, which gave Vonda hope . “Like I said, I’ve 

changed . Probably a lot more than you can even imagine . And it’s 
helped me come to terms with a lot of things, Vonda . So I might 
be able to forgive you at some point . But forgetting? That’s another 
matter, because there are pictures in my head I hate but that won’t 
just go away, that make forgetting pretty near impossible .”

Vonda got up slowly from the couch, not sure at first her legs 
would support her, and moved toward Cliff, who still stood in front 
of the fireplace . He saw her coming, but didn’t move . She stopped 
close enough to reach out and touch him, but was too scared to try . 
She wanted to think of something to say, something to slow things 
down .

“Hey, honey, how come the Christmas tree is still up?” 
Cliff looked at the tree as if he’d forgotten it was there, shrugged his 

shoulders . “I don’t know,” he said . “I guess it feels kind of peaceful, 
seems like old times . Reminds me when the girls were little and all 
excited, and how everything felt special .”

“I remember that well,” she said . “And I know—”
“Why are you here now, Vonda?”
She cleared her throat, and said as firmly as she could manage, 

“Because I want to come home, Cliff . I want to be back here, with 
you . This is where I’m supposed to be, where I’m meant to be . I know 
that now, absolutely and certain .”

And this is where she knew Cliff was going to reach over and pull 

her into his arms, and whisper that nothing would make him hap-
pier than to have her back here with him, now and forever . She heard 
the words in her ears, waited for his touch .

“That’s not likely to happen, Vonda,” he said, maybe a little sadly . 
“You cut me too deep .”

Again, the words danced alive in the small space between them . 
Vonda knew she had to say something, needed to pick just the right 
words . But Cliff didn’t give her time, and this time his voice was 
harsh .

“Hell, you didn’t just break my heart, sweetie,” he said . “You ripped 
the goddamn thing out of my chest, threw it down on the ground 
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Before he said even one more word, she started explaining in 
a torrent how she had come to feel lost in what they had and, 
somehow, denied a more special life, the kind a little girl had 
imagined alone in her room in the dark, while her little sister 
slept and her mother cried softly in another part of the house. 
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and stomped on it . And never gave a second thought about it, as 
far as I can tell . Even now, after all this talking and confessing and 
explaining you’ve been doing, the one thing I don’t believe I’ve heard 
is that you’re sorry .”

“I am sorry, sorry as I can possibly be,” Vonda answered quickly . 
“And if you’ll just give me a chance—” 

She lifted her hand to touch his arm, but he pulled back . “You 
know when I knew it was all over?” he said quietly . “When you 
weren’t back by Christmas . That’s when I finally knew and finally 
put it all away .”

Even now, Vonda was sure she could soothe him, just like always, 
guide him back to her, make him remember their love, which they 
had always assured one another was special, better than other people 
had, able to overcome time and place . She lined up her words again, 
recalled how sweetly they rang when she chanted them aloud in the 
car, knew they were magic . But she never got a chance to speak them 
before Cliff stated flatly: “You should leave now .”

The jolt of those words felt like a tremor had undercut the house, 
and she looked around, certain the walls had to be reverberating, 
the flaming logs tumbling out of the fireplace onto their feet . A 
small photo on the mantel, which should have pitched over from the 
shockwave, grabbed her eye . It was Cliff standing close to a woman, 
to JoBeth Johnson, who was her friend, not Cliff ’s . He had barely 
known her . They were somewhere on the parkway—she recognized 
the low stone wall—and they were smiling as if sharing a secret, her 
hand tucked inside his elbow . Cliff had said something about JoBeth 
a moment ago, something about a book, but it hadn’t really registered 
because this was about him and her, about them, not someone else . 
There was nobody else—no JoBeth, no Chuck—just Vonda and Cliff, 
who everybody always said were the perfect couple, meant for each 
other . When she turned back to him, he was watching her, knew she 
had seen the photo . “Like I said, things have changed .”

Vonda took one tiny step, stopped and faced him again . “You 
just need to know—” she said, afraid she was going to choke on the 
words . “You just need to know I never stopped caring about you . 
And, if you’ll just let me, I’ll show you all that and I’ll be—”

She saw what looked like the glint of tears in Cliff ’s eyes, and his 
voice was softer in a way that made her think the tide had turned . 
“And you need to know I never stopped loving you and never will,” 
he said, and her heart throbbed . “But it won’t ever be the same again, 
can’t ever be the same again .”

Vonda realized suddenly she had to play her trump card, and she 
gently laid the tips of two fingers on Cliff ’s arm, and was relieved and 
encouraged when he didn’t pull away . “You know, Cliff honey, you 
and me used to always be able to go back there in our little bedroom 
and work out just about anything,” Vonda said in her best sultry 
voice . “And I’m willing to bet if we went back there right now, we 

could--”
Now Cliff did react, swatting her fingers off his arm as if they were 

bloody talons and taking a half step back from her . “You’ve got to be 
kidding me,” he said . “What, you’re going screw me into forgiving 
and forgetting, into taking you back?”

“Well, it could be a good start, and then—”
Cliff shook his head . “You know what, Vonda, you really do need 

to get the hell out of here . Now .”
Now the flash was anger, at him but mostly at herself . But she 

had some pride left and walked swiftly from the den into the living 
room and, after struggling with the latch, out the front door . Vonda 
was oblivious to the snow now falling steadily, stumbling when she 
stepped off the sidewalk too soon and her heel sank into the damp 
softness of the yard . Vonda made it to the car, cranked it and turned 
on the wipers to clear the silky film of white . She didn’t drive away, 
but bumped her forehead rhythmically up and down against the 
steering wheel, gulping the cold air as what was left of her sure vision 
crumbled away .

Something—a sound, a sense—made her lift her face, and she saw 
Cliff coming down the driveway and turning toward the car . His face 
gave away nothing, but she was certain it had just taken the slam of 
the door to jolt him into the sobering realization he was about to lose 
her again, and he couldn’t allow that to happen . He was coming for 
her, was at her door, opening it . She extended her hand so he could 
pull her up and out, and into his loving arms . Instead, he shoved a 
brown envelope at her . 

“Figured I might as well give you these while you were here,” he 
said . “You can get someone to look at them if you want, but it’s pretty 
cut and dried .” He straightened up, looked up and down the street, 
took a long slow breath, and again Vonda was certain, this is it, he’s 
realizing it, it’s going to happen .

“Could be a lot of snow,” he said finally . “You better drive care-
ful .” And he pushed the door shut, kind of waved and walked back 
toward the house . He’ll look back, Vonda told herself . He has to . 

But he didn’t . 
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