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Praise for The Last Poem


‘Courtney Peppernell has crafted a truly poetic masterpiece that represents every shape and layer of grief. The Last Poem is a heartfelt, raw and deeply moving story of finding strength, healing and hope in unexpected places. A story I’ll never forget, with a message that is sure to resonate with everyone who has come face to face with grief in any of its many forms: that there is so much joy and beauty to be found in the life you create after. Whatever you do, do not miss this one.’

Becka Mack, author of Consider Me

‘The Last Poem is a book with its heart cracked wide open, with all the riches of love and the steep cost of grief on display. Courtney Peppernell takes us on a journey from the darkest days of loss to the tender hope of new love and healing. Grab the tissue box and get ready to feel all the feels.’

Amy Matthews, author of Someone Else’s Bucket List

‘A beautifully crafted novel about life, loss and finding love again, The Last Poem is the kind of book that both breaks your heart and heals it at the same time. I loved it!’

Jess Kitching, author of The Life Experiment
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For Claire, my second chance. I am so grateful to be loved by you, the kindest person I know. I love you. You are poetry to me.

And to my grandmother Jo, the “Winnie” in my life. Your zest for life, curiosity, and wide-open heart have been a guiding light. You taught me how to live with wonder and love with grace.






Prologue

Wren

We are all going to die—at some time, at some place, and in some way, because all life ends eventually. How is never guaranteed, when is a mystery, and why is one of life’s most pondered questions. But what anyone will tell you is that the world will still carry on, even in our absence. The garbage trucks still collect the trash, the bills still arrive in the mail, the cars still fill the freeway, the sun still rises and sets.

Since the day my fiancée, Lucy, died, I knew that the world would carry on without her, but my world stopped. The trash piled up, the bills went unpaid, the car sat in the street for months on end, and the sky, like many other things in my life, lost all its joy and color. Since that day, I have been waiting for a morning when I open my eyes and her face is not the first thing I see. I have been waiting to listen to the rain and not hear her footsteps in between its soft patter. I have been waiting for a sun-drenched afternoon when I don’t hear a knock at the door and think that it is Lucy coming home.

We lived in a townhouse in Manhattan. It was a beautiful brownstone, its timber finishes polished despite its age. Marigolds grew on the windowsills, and potted plants lived on the stoop. We had a balcony that overlooked a courtyard, wisteria twisting along the fences in lazy, fragrant spirals. In the summer I would sit and write from a small iron table on the balcony, shaded by the vines, and in the winter I worked from my office, nestled in front of the fireplace with Lucy often curled up nearby, reading or simply watching the flames. I wrote everything, novels, books of poetry, collections of essays, and at the center of it all was Lucy. I wrote about my love for her, about the life we built together, about the adventures we shared and the quiet, ordinary moments that made up our days. Those books became bestsellers. The poetry collections earned me literary awards, and my novels garnered critical acclaim. Lucy, always my biggest cheerleader, had begged me to try my hand at a young adult fantasy series, an idea that had lurked in my brain but which I’d nearly dismissed. In the end, The Lost Archives, a series about a secret academy, enchanted books, and a hidden history that was never supposed to be uncovered, somehow became a runaway success. It dominated bestseller charts, was translated into dozens of languages, and was eventually adapted into a movie trilogy. My essays were featured in The New Yorker and The Atlantic, and my name became synonymous with intimate, lyrical storytelling. The press loved me. I was B.W. Paisley, an author who, according to The New York Times, “could make even the simplest moments feel profound.” I gave interviews, appeared at literary festivals, and attended galas, all with Lucy by my side. Together, we were the couple people admired, perfectly imperfect, unapologetically in love. We had a combined social media following of fifteen million.

Life had miraculously turned out the way I had always dreamt it would be: I was a successful author, I was engaged to the love of my life, and I was happy. On quiet Sunday afternoons, Lucy and I would stroll through Central Park, caramel lattes in hand, planning our wedding. We’d marvel at how we had managed to create such a life together, weaving our dreams into reality. We felt unshakable, as though nothing in the world could touch us. Until one evening, it all came crashing down.

We were driving home from a charity gala in New Jersey. Lucy worked as an art dealer and, because of her job, we often attended those kinds of events: dressed up, smiling for donors, slipping shrimp cocktails onto tiny napkins. The city lights blurred past the windows, and I remember feeling tired but happy.

“I’ve been thinking about writing another poetry book,” I said as casually as I could, though it would be my first in a decade. “With the wedding coming up, thinking about my vows has sort of put me back in the mood.”

Lucy grinned. “I’m sure your editor will be excited to hear this.”

“I may have already mentioned it to Peter,” I admitted.

Lucy giggled. “I bet he squealed at the thought of his agent commission. So, how long have you been secretly writing poetry?”

I shrugged, a little sheepish. “Oh, not very long. I’d almost forgotten how to string a stanza together.”

“You could never forget,” she replied, softly. “You’ve always loved writing poetry.”

I smiled. “I’ve always loved writing poetry about you.”

Lucy laughed, her breath catching in her throat, her eyes glistening. “How many poems could you possibly write about me?”

But I was never given the chance to respond.

It was as though a bomb went off, and the world exploded. The sound of brakes screeching filled the air while glass shattered into sharp raindrops around us. Lucy’s arm instinctively reached out across my chest, as though she could hold me in place as the vehicle skidded across the road. We slammed into something, and suddenly I was overwhelmed by the smell of motor oil, of burning rubber, of blood. Someone was screaming and I wondered in a daze who it was, until I realized the sound was coming from me.

Then complete silence enveloped us. It was as though time had stopped, like we were in a vacuum of empty space, and the only thought in my mind was of the woman I loved. I reached over to Lucy and—

“I love you, Brooklyn,” she said, with her final breath.

I’d do anything to give her the answer to her question.

I could write about her forever.



I spent a week in the hospital. First responders had to cut us both from the vehicle. I had a fractured femur and a deep gash in my head that required twelve stitches, but that was it. My Lucy, though, was pronounced dead on arrival. My mind shut down and would only offer me bits and pieces of the accident in short bursts, my memories slowly and stubbornly returning as the weeks wore on. Once they decided I was strong enough to handle the truth, the investigators came to me. They told me a young pedestrian, all of five years old, had been struck and paralyzed, and that a John Doe had been injured in a separate vehicle, his condition critical. Their words were careful, their tone measured, as though there were pieces missing.

Of course, the media devoured the story. The accident wasn’t just a tragedy; it became a spectacle. The press covered it relentlessly, twisting every detail, hungry for blame and scandal. They painted Lucy as reckless and irresponsible, her name dragged through headlines and talk shows. I became collateral damage, my grief laid bare for public consumption: “B.W. Paisley Injured and Her Fiancée Dead”; “Fatal Collision; A Night of Revelry Turns Sour”; “Tragedy on the Turnpike”; “B.W. Paisley Crash Being Investigated by NYPD.” Paparazzi camped outside our brownstone, their flashbulbs lighting up the windows like strobe lights, chasing me down the streets of New York as if grief alone wasn’t enough to destroy me. There were thousands of comments spiraling across social media; most were just people wanting to share their condolences, but others were accusations. The NYPD eventually claimed the accident had been Lucy’s fault and that it was caused by her negligent driving. They even tried to insinuate that she may have been under the influence, despite the fact that she hadn’t had a drop to drink at the event. I was no longer “B.W. Paisley, celebrated author.” I was “B.W. Paisley, tragic survivor.” The same press that had once built me up now dismantled my life, piece by piece.

I stayed numb in those weeks after the accident. I could barely remember Lucy’s funeral. In the months that followed, my lawyers dealt with lawsuits that did not feel justified, but I didn’t pay them much attention. I just couldn’t; everything felt so dark without Lucy. There would be no more walks in Central Park, no more wedding planning, no more falling into her arms at the end of a long day and feeling as safe as I could ever hope to feel. Instead, I had effectively become a widow, at twenty-nine years old. And of course, I stopped writing.



One afternoon almost a year later, staring out at the withered wisteria in our courtyard, I got a call from our wedding caterer, confirming the recipe for my grandmother’s pecan rum bars—my favorite treat growing up. Lucy had planned them as a surprise. It was such a Lucy thing to do, and the weight of her loss hit me harder than it had in all the preceding months. How was I supposed to exist in a world without her? I suddenly realized I couldn’t be Brooklyn Paisley anymore. Not without Lucy.

I packed Lucy’s clothes, everything but her favorite sweater, and left the boxes at Goodwill, fleeing before I could watch them be unceremoniously sorted into dollar bins and color-coded racks. Then I told Peter, my literary agent, that I was taking a couple of weeks off—to get some space, to return to writing the poetry manuscript. And he believed me. As though, somehow, a few days away was all I needed to grieve the fact that the love of my life had been gone a year. The truth was, though, I already knew I wasn’t coming back anytime soon, I just couldn’t bring myself to say it aloud. He spluttered something about how much faith my editor had in me, how she was ready to make me an offer for the poetry book, but I had already stopped listening.

I pushed away all other obligations into a corner of my mind and packed a single suitcase, taking Lucy’s sweater, my favorite notebook, and a scrappy collection of cardboard drink coasters with me. Then I fled. What started as one week turned into two, then three, and then I stopped counting. I drove from city to city, then state to state, searching for Lucy. The highways were lined with tacky billboards, their clashing colors and chaotic layouts all blending together like a carnival gone wrong. Lucy, with her art dealer’s eye, would have torn them apart. Green on blue? What are we, in elementary school? she would have quipped. Her job wasn’t just about selling art, though; it was about connecting people. She was always traveling, networking with collectors, curators, and artists alike, raising funds to promote work she believed in. No matter where she went, she would always bring home a coaster from a local bar for me. It was her small way of letting me know she was thinking of me even when she was far away.

I visited upscale wine bars and sat on rickety stools at places with sawdust on the floor. I followed the coasters and drank at nearly all the bars she had been to, trying to find her in the bottom of a bottle of cabernet. I could almost see Lucy sitting beside me in the passenger seat or feel her hand resting on my knee as I drove. The farther southwest I drove, the stronger that presence became. The miles blurred together, and so did the days. I’d stop at roadside diners and gas stations and get coffee in paper cups that was so hot it scalded the roof of my mouth. I didn’t know what I was searching for exactly. A sign? A miracle? Some proof that Lucy was still out there, somewhere? Every so often, I’d spot something out of the corner of my eye—a flicker of movement, a flash of dark hair—and my heart would skip, thinking Lucy really was there. Only it wasn’t her. It was never her.

Until the day, six blurry weeks later, I arrived in Everston, Colorado, a small town tucked into the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, where the peaks rose sharp and jagged against the sky. The winding mountain road twisted through pine trees and rocky cliff edges, leading to a town of colorful and weathered buildings, nestled in the shadow of the hills. By chance or fate—I didn’t know what I believed in anymore—I stayed. Because, as I drove down that final stretch into Everston, Lucy appeared beside me in the passenger seat—so real, it took my breath away. Her dark hair fell in soft waves around her face, her amber eyes sparkling with the sharpness I loved and missed. She wore my old flannel shirt, sleeves rolled up to her elbows; the gold necklace I’d given her last Christmas glinted in the sunlight. She looked at me with that familiar half smile, the one that always felt like it held a secret just for me.

“You found me,” she said, her voice warm and teasing, as if she’d never left at all.

“Where have you been?” I asked, breathless.

“I’ve been here,” she replied. “Waiting for you.”






PART I








September





Chapter 1

Wren

The old gutters along the front of the house were falling apart and rusted in sections. It didn’t matter how long I spent staring up at it, squinting through the bright sunlight was unfortunately not going to magically repair the gaping holes in the metal. There were little puddles of water pooling everywhere around the house, rotting the wood, creating muddy patches where the water had settled, having nowhere else to go.

“Miss?”

I turned to see Kyle, the plumber I had repeatedly called over the past month. His shirt was dirty, and flecks of mud and grime were splattered across his face, but he was grinning triumphantly from ear to ear.

“Fixed,” he said proudly.

I stared up at the holes.

“Not the word I would use,” I said dryly.

“I meant that the pipe in the laundry room shouldn’t be leaking anymore.”

I smiled, because leaking was a modest description, to say the least. A full-blown explosion was more like it.

“Well, I suppose one thing at a time,” I said.

Kyle stared up at the gutters, shielding his eyes from the sun with a stained hand.

“This will need replacing too,” he said matter-of-factly. “I can pick up supplies later today?”

“Please. Although I think a family of sparrows is taking up residence somewhere along the left side of the roof.”

Kyle whistled. “There’ll be a lot more than sparrows nesting around this house.”

I shuddered at the thought of creepy crawlies, and quite possibly opossums or racoons, invading the house.

“I can hear things at night, moving around in the roof.”

He considered for a moment.

“Could be haunted.”

“That would be the least of my worries,” I said. I’m the only one here who is haunted.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing.” I waved my hand at him. “Thank you for coming out so often. The owner really appreciates it.”

“Real nice thing you’re doing for Gill, you know, fixing this up. This house has been here for as long as I’ve been alive.”

“I think it’s probably been a bit longer than that,” I said, laughing. “Gill has been really good to me, letting me stay, so it’s the least I can do.”

Kyle picked up his toolbox and threw a wrench into it before shutting it with a snap.

“I’ll be back tomorrow with the supplies.”

He began heading toward his truck but then paused a moment, looking at the front door with its chipped paint and the mesh screen full of holes. The hinges on it were so red with rust that the door was barely holding on.

“You know, my father always used to say that a fresh coat of paint could fix anything.”

I stared hard at the front door. “He’s probably right.”

I watched as Kyle made his way down the cobbled path to the front gate, opening it and disappearing into the street.

Sighing, I looked back at the house, examining its steep gabled roof, arched eaves and Oregon pine trimmings weathered by time. It had to have been a beauty at some point in its life, with its big bay windows and large front porch, complete with a swing. I hoped that underneath the house’s crumbling railings, somewhere in its weed-infested yard, past the shingles falling off the roof, there was still some charm left. If I restored the fir floors, wiped away the dust, shined the ornate brass, and repaired the stained-glass dormer windows, then maybe the house would come back to life. I had to believe this. I had to believe that things that were once broken could become whole again. Perhaps Kyle was right, maybe a fresh coat of paint would be the best place to start.

I was up to my arms in sawdust on the porch when I heard my name. It was Gill standing by the fence.

“Afternoon,” he smiled. “I just saw Kyle. He said he’s picking up some new gutters.”

He looked up at the house, giving it a nod like they were two old friends.

“Word travels fast around here.” I took off my safety goggles and put the circular sander down on the workbench I’d fashioned out of a couple of old sawhorses and some plywood I’d found forgotten in the shed.

Gill shrugged. “Oh, you know how small towns are.”

I just smiled in acknowledgement and pushed open the gate to welcome him in, steering the moment away from myself. I had told Gill I was from the East Coast, but apart from this had only given him the barest of details about myself. He’d taken this in stride, never pressing me for more. I liked that about him.

“Everything okay?” I asked. “Is it the gutters? You don’t want me to replace them?”

“Oh, everything’s fine, just fine.” He rocked back on his heels lightly, his hands in his pockets. “I was just out for an afternoon stroll and thought I would check in on you, see how the house is coming along.”

I was about to respond when a loud screech erupted from what sounded like the vicinity of the attic. Gill raised his eyebrows.

“Or perhaps I should say what needs to be moved along.”

“Opossums,” I said. “Or raccoons, I’m not sure yet.”

“Ah, I know it’s the strangest thing, but Edith always liked opossums. Never could understand why. Ugly buggers.”

A look passed over his face then, just for a moment, so fleeting that most would miss it. But I knew the look, the ache of remembering.



I had met Gill in Sam’s, the local diner. After arriving in Everston without a plan, I had been staying at a local motel, barely able to keep track of the time or the days. One morning, I decided to venture out from the stuffy motel room, sat down in a booth at Sam’s, and ordered pancakes. Lucy had a habit of asking for a stack of three pancakes with butter, maple syrup, and a dash of sea salt. To even things out, she said. It was her go-to order, and as the waiter set the stack in front of me it turned out this was how they were served at Sam’s. Anything could remind me of Lucy and would send me spiraling—a fresh bouquet of orchids, the smell of cinnamon, her favorite song on the radio, moonlight shining through the window in the middle of the night, honeybees. Especially honeybees, because she always liked to call me Bee. Sometimes I could hold it together, but other times it felt as though I’d had the breath knocked right out of me. Staring down at those pancakes that day reminded me that she would never enjoy them again. She would never look at me from across the table with a glint in her eye and insist it was the only way to properly enjoy pancakes. It broke me all over again, and I sat there, sobbing over my stack. Gill had been sitting at the counter, and he turned around at the sound of my sniffling, setting aside the newspaper he’d been reading.

“You know, tears are like pancakes. They’re best shared with someone else,” he told me.

I gave him a weak smile and, with my wet napkin, gestured for him to join me.

“Dear, now why are you crying over a stack of pancakes?”

I thought for a moment about what I should tell him. I’d only just met this man, but I instinctively felt like I could trust him. Plus, it had been weeks since I’d had a real conversation with anyone. I had refused all calls from my publisher and agent. I texted my family periodically only to let them know I was still alive.

I told him the truth then, that they had reminded me of someone I loved who was no longer here. I didn’t need to say anything else because Gill clearly understood.

From that day on, I met with Gill for breakfast each morning at Sam’s. Sometimes we talked and other times we just sat together in comfortable silence. I learned Gill was a simple soul. He loved freshly baked apple pie with a dollop of whipped cream and a sprinkle of nutmeg on top. He liked football and religiously attended the local high school team’s games every Friday during football season. He enjoyed fishing because, as he said, it brought him peace like nothing else could. Gill was a grandfatherly type, handing the local kids a few dollars for ice cream with a wink. He loved to play chess, and I had the feeling he was inclined to let his opponent win a game or two. He had been married to his high school sweetheart Edith for almost forty years. After she passed, he told me, everything became harder and the world looked duller, sounded muffled somehow. He still made their bed every morning with military-like precision, and he used Edith’s favorite teacup for his coffee. But now that she was gone, he felt the pain in his knees more acutely, became aware of his slower pace, and that he’d somehow gotten a half inch shorter. It became more difficult to maintain the old house where he and Edith had spent their lives together. Cracks began to spiderweb across the foundation, overgrown ivy threatened to cover windows, and the gutters filled with leaves. Gill knew it was time to move on; he was due to join some of his friends in the local retirement home.

“It will be good for me,” he told me. “I am too old to be standing on a ladder, fixing the damn roof and patching holes. I’ll fall and break a hip and that’ll be the end of me. Besides,” he winked, “I’ll have plenty of people to play chess with.”

“You don’t want to sell it?” I protested when he suggested I live in the house.

He shook his head slowly, eyes turning glassy. “I’ve had real estate agents come through. Photos, listings, endless back-and-forth. They all say the same thing: ‘You’ll get a good price if you just stage it right.’ But every time someone walks through, poking around like it’s already theirs, it just breaks me.”

He looked at me, a faint, sad smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I’m not sure I can let it go just yet.” My mind went to the tiny studio apartment in Queens that Lucy and I had rented before my career took off and royalty checks started coming in the mail. We loved that apartment and found it difficult to move. But our townhouse in Manhattan was something entirely different—it was a part of us. Even though I’d fled from it in a hurry, the thought of selling it and never being able to return, of losing that connection to Lucy, her presence carved into the walls, made me feel sick.

“But why me?” I asked. “You don’t even know me.”

Gill’s expression was thoughtful. “No, I don’t,” he said. “But I know grief. And we certainly share that in common.”

My head swam. Am I out of my mind?

“The truth is,” Gill continued, “I don’t need a tenant. I need someone who’ll see the place for what it is. Someone who might even breathe some life back into it.” He paused. “And I think maybe you need that too.”

I took Gill’s hand and squeezed it. He knew I understood.

It was then that I saw some light return to his eyes. He glanced at me, a small grin on his face.

“It needs a bit of work, but I may have some coupons for the hardware store you could use?”

The only tool set I’d ever owned was one I’d purchased from Amazon.

“I’ll take all the help I can get.”

I immersed myself in the house, pouring every ounce of my energy into its creaking floorboards and peeling walls. It became my refuge, the ultimate escape, a place where I could disappear from the world, and lock my heartache outside.

I learned a few things about my new home in that first month after Gill gave me the keys. One-third of Colorado is forest—more than twenty-two million acres of ponderosa pine, aspen, blue spruce, and cottonwood willow. The roads wound through canyons, and, without warning, a snowcapped range rose in the distance, stealing my breath. Everston was the kind of town that felt like a secret, tucked in between these swaths of forest and mountain peaks. It was the kind of place where Sam’s Diner never closed, where there was always a fresh pot of coffee brewing and a slice of pie waiting, whether at noon or two in the morning. The local florist included little handwritten notes with every bouquet, and the only bookstore in town had a resident cat that slept on the windowsill. On warm nights, the town square hosted movie nights under the stars.

I also learned a few things about old houses. Like how century-old pipes don’t care about your schedule. Wood rot spreads faster than you think. Sometimes I’d peel back a wall expecting a quick fix, only to find the whole structure held together by sheer will. The house needed more work than I had anticipated, but then again, so did I. As it happens, small town folk are curious about newcomers, which made staying invisible difficult. But I hadn’t just picked a town no one would think to look for me in, I’d made sure I wasn’t someone worth looking for. Grief had changed me. I’d lost weight in the way people do when they forget to eat, when exhaustion takes over hunger. I’d dyed my hair from dark to light brown. Swapped glasses for contacts. Traded my tailored jackets and polished pumps for thrifted sweaters and scuffed work boots. I started going by Wren, my middle name. It was easier that way, less explaining, fewer questions. Wren wasn’t a name tied to fame or tragedy. It was a name that let me start over, to become someone unremarkable in a town where people knew each other by name and routine, not by headlines.

But calling myself Wren wasn’t just about hiding. It was also about holding on to Lucy. Wrens were Lucy’s favorite birds. She’d said so on our second date, and she loved that it was my middle name. She’d even gotten a delicate little tattoo on the inside of her wrist. She treasured all animals, but she had a quirky fascination with wrens; she thought their plump little bodies were adorable, and she loved the fierce protectiveness with which they watched over their nests.

She once told me that wrens were resourceful and would build their nests wherever they saw an opportunity—in a brush pile, inside a tree hole, or, if desperate, even in something like an old shoe. They could find a home anywhere. I wondered if I could do the same. I certainly didn’t feel at home in Everston yet, but when a person is your home, where do you go when they’re gone?



Gill cleared his throat and pulled me out of my reverie. “You’re doing a great job on the old lady, you know. I can already see her coming back to life.”

He walked over and placed a gnarled hand on the area that I’d been sanding and gave me a look of approval.

“She’s tough, Gill, like me.” We laughed. In working on the house, I’d already hammered my thumb—twice—and caught countless splinters, not to mention that I’d ripped my jeans on some old aluminium plates I tripped over in the shed.

But I didn’t want it any other way. The hard labor allowed me to focus on something else apart from my own life; it gave me a sense of purpose while I was adrift. Gill letting me stay in his house in exchange for the work was just a bonus.

“You know…If you ever need other people to talk to, I know a few folks in town who—”

“Will play chess with me?”

He laughed. “Well, that too.”

“You don’t have to worry about me, Gill. I’m coping.”

I could tell Gill that I’d found an elephant in his attic and it would be more believable than what I’d just said, but he nodded anyway.

“Well, if you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.” He picked up the safety goggles I’d tossed aside and handed them to me.

“Best let you get back to it.”

He smiled and waved, and I watched him as he slowly made his way down the driveway.

I sighed and returned to inspect my handiwork. I’d made good progress on the door: I’d scraped away the paint then sanded it down to the bare oak. The door had been stripped back down to its natural state—a clean slate, a blank canvas to start over—but I wondered if even a full restoration would really be enough to make anyone want to enter the house once more.



After taking another break, I gave the door a fresh coat of paint and replaced the wire screen window. I propped it back into place with new hinges and a shiny new brass knocker. Not bad. The evening rolled in then, bringing a familiar coolness to the air as the sun retired for the day. I decided I’d done enough work, so I went inside to wash off the grime that had caked itself to my skin.

As I had done for so many nights since I moved in, I sat on the porch swing, a blanket draped over my lap and a glass of wine sitting on the small wrought-iron table beside me. The swing was my favorite part of the house. It seemed to be the only thing that was untouched by age, as though it were deemed off limits to the elements. I stared out past the picket fence that encompassed the property, wildflowers snaking themselves through the palings.

“You should pick some.”

I turned to see Lucy sitting beside me on the swing.

“I thought your favorites were marigolds?”

She shrugged. “These ones are pretty too.”

I smiled, wondering how many I could pick if I started now. Lucy loved fresh flowers on the kitchen counter. I realized how much I missed always having fragrant blooms in the house.

“I should start putting fresh flowers on the kitchen counter again. The way you used to.”

“It would brighten up the place a little,” she said, tipping her head to assess the work I’d done today.

“I’ll pick some in the morning. It’ll tidy up the fence and brighten the kitchen.”

Lucy shifted her gaze to me, her soft eyes narrowed in concern.

“Bee, why am I here?”

“Because I wanted to see you,” I replied quickly, as if it were the simplest answer to the simplest question in the world. Because it was. “Besides, you said you would always be here. Don’t you remember? You always said that to me. ‘Bee, I’m not going anywhere.’ ”

She exhaled softly, her expression full of something I couldn’t quite name. “Sometimes life doesn’t let us keep the promises we make, Bee,” she said softly. “You of all people should know that.”

I swallowed hard. “Well, what do you want me to say?” My eyes burned, and I clenched my fists, willing the tears not to spill over.

“Goodbye.”

“Well, I can’t. I can’t do that.”

“You have to try.”

“Why? Why do I have to say goodbye when I can sit out on this porch swing every night, looking at wildflowers, with you here beside me as more than just a memory? This is what makes Everston so special, because, of all the places in the world, I somehow found you here.”

“That’s not the reason you ended up here.”

“Oh? And what is?”

I could see Lucy looking up at the sky, which was now dark and spattered with stars. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she murmured. A car drove past us then, its headlights washing over me. When the light faded, Lucy was gone, and I was alone again.





Chapter 2

Henry

One afternoon, when I was nine years old and sitting cross-legged on the school library floor, cutting out small paper people, I asked our librarian a question.

“Mrs. Connolly, what does a librarian actually do?”

Sitting next to me, my brother Jacob scoffed.

“They obviously sort books, duh, Henry.”

Mrs. Connolly looked at us thoughtfully.

“Well yes, we do sort lots of books, Jacob. But there are many other things a librarian does.”

“Like what?” I pressed.

“Perhaps the most important thing we do is to help people find what they are looking for.”

For a very long time after, I considered her answer. So long, in fact, that I carried it with me all the way through school, through college, and into my adult life, eventually becoming Everston’s resident librarian. I made it my policy to help people find what they were searching for, no matter what it was. Over the years, I have found many things: a family’s beloved missing border collie, sweaters in almost every color, answers to math equations, textbooks from one hundred years ago. I’ve taught more than half our local retirement home how to use computers and iPhones; I’ve helped with dozens of school projects; I’ve organized scavenger hunts, trivia nights, coding classes, free lunches for the homeless. I’ve printed life-size posters of various pop stars for fans, was once asked if I could supply fake IDs, and I’ve called 911 on more than a few occasions. I’ve heard, seen, and done it all—I have always tried to find the answers for people, because that’s just what librarians do. We search, we find, and we deliver. In my own life, though, the answers haven’t come so easily. I’m still searching, sifting through endless questions, hoping to find something—anything—that gives grief meaning. But the truth is, there are just some questions that don’t have answers.



Everston had been home my whole life. It was small-town America, engulfed by steep peaks that touched the sky. The last operational mine closed in the early nineties, and since then, we stayed alive mostly through tourists filtering through the town on their way to Colorado backcountry. On Main Street, you could find all the things that made Everston, well, Everston. There was the Hobby Shop and Smithey’s Furniture Store, and there was House of Glamor selling prom dresses, some of which had been on the rack since the eighties. There was one movie theater left in town, which mostly played black-and-white films, and there was a motel called the Green Leaf, run by Barbara Matthews, who won Colorado’s state beauty pageant in the seventies. There was an old antique store filled with oddities and knickknacks, and paintings by our local artist Merrill, who is ninety-two years old and still judging our annual pickle-eating contest. We had Sam’s Diner (owned by, if you couldn’t guess, Sam), with checkered floors, red leather booths, and drip coffee. There were three bars, a café, and an auto repair shop that gave you a free donut every time you had your vehicle serviced.

If you headed farther into town, there was a church, painted white with a blue door, with bluebells growing in the gardens around it. There was a small fairground with a permanent Ferris wheel that lit up every night; the other rides came and went with the county’s various fairs, with staff arriving from miles away to set up rides and games. We had a school that housed elementary and middle school students, with a tiny high school next door. Our fire station and sheriff’s office were combined—if you called one, you were just as likely to get someone from the other department—and the sheriff and fire chief had both been there since before I was born. There was no hospital in town, just old Dr. Williams, who was hard of hearing. He could wrap a sprained ankle and reset broken bones, diagnose the flu, and hand out cough drops like they were candy, but that was about it. For anything worse, you’d have to head to the town over for a hospital.

There was no McDonald’s to be found here, no Walmart or Home Depot, but there was Eddie’s Hardware Store and Pat’s Grocer, an alpine ski shop and gift shops. However, I believed that the greatest place in the whole town, even if I were a little biased, was the library. Everston Public Library was not a grand building that towered over the main square. It certainly didn’t have marble flooring, spiral staircases, or stained-glass windows like some libraries in giant cities. In fact, the building used to be a bakery until it was bought by the town, renovated, and turned into what it was today. Although, from time to time, both myself and patrons alike would swear we could still smell fresh bread in the air. Ask anyone from Everston and they would tell you that our town was the heart of the high country, but if you asked me, I’d say Everston Library contained all the heart we needed.

The library sat on a corner of Main Street; an alleyway separated it from the Hobby Shop and the library’s parking lot. I liked to arrive by seven thirty every morning. In those early hours, the library was still and silent, and I liked to imagine that it was asleep and softly dreaming. This morning was no exception, despite the cold chill in the air. There was a coffee shop across the road, and the grinders had been going since before dawn, singing out to the brick and stone buildings. The smell of coffee beans wafted into the street as I parked directly in front of the library and headed toward the front doors. Everston’s businesses had taken to repainting the exteriors of their shops in the last few years and, as a result, Main Street had ended up looking rather colorful. When I saw this, I also petitioned to have the library painted. Unfortunately, the paint shop mixed up the colors, so we were left with bright terra-cotta bricks with teal green finishes. I felt like it only added to the charm.

Beside the front doors was a large metal box with a slot and a sign that read Book Returns. I had found all sorts of things in the library return box—trash, Ping-Pong balls, Barbie dolls, diapers, even half a cedar branch once. I had tried all sorts of preventatives, including nice signs that said For Library Books Only! and an old webcam that I fashioned into a mock security camera, but people still put all sorts of things into the slot. The worst, of course, was the occasional firecracker. This morning, however, I noticed a piece of paper stating Read Me duct-taped to the front of the box. Curious, I peeled the paper off and opened its folds.


Will be in today. Need to negotiate.



I had received notes like this before—I can’t find the book, sorry; I accidentally spilled my coffee on the book; My dog ate the textbook; If I bring my own headphones, do I still need to check out audiobooks?—and also some rather colorful book reviews, but I had to wonder what someone possibly needed to negotiate with me.

Shrugging, I unlocked the front doors and reached over and hit the main power switch. The lights slowly flickered on, and the library awoke. The library had undergone many changes over the years, but one thing I always kept was a banner that hung above the entryway. It said: All Are Welcome.

After placing my things behind the reception desk, I made my way to the staff room, powering up the coffee machine and retrieving my mug from the cupboard. I was perhaps the only person on our staff who used the coffee machine for tea and not coffee. The machine whirred to life, rumbling and pouring the hot water into my mug, and I dunked a tea bag several times for good measure. I relished those first few morning sips.

“Morning, Henry.”

I glanced up as Lana, the library’s assistant director, popped her head through the door to greet me. Lana was in her late twenties, and she’d been my colleague and friend for the past five years, a steady presence in the library and an expert at keeping things running smoothly.

“Morning, Lana. You’re here early.”

“Pulled up just after you! I thought I’d better get a start on those final Imagination Week programs.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” I said. Our Imagination Week programs were always very popular; it was an entire week dedicated to creativity and the books we loved. There was dressing up and events and it was all a lot of fun, but the prospect of how many schoolchildren would be funneling through the library over the next week sent a small shiver down my spine.

“Let me know when you’ve finished. I’ll run the final programs by the board, and then we should be all set!”

I wandered over to investigate the contents of the fridge, searching for the other half of a bagel I had left the other day, and making a mental note to clean out any other bits of old food.

“Do you know what you’re dressing up as?” Lana asked.

I glanced up, a bit sheepish.

“I’m thinking Paddington Bear because I have an old Halloween costume I could reuse.”

“Oh, but that’s cute,” Lana said. “The kids will love it. I’m thinking Ms. Frizzle.”

I grinned. “You know, I think Dev would go as the Magic School Bus if you baked some of those chocolate chip cookies for him.”

She shook her head.

“He would do anything for those cookies.”

Our tech assistant Dev was a ball of fun, and he really would do anything for Lana’s chocolate chip cookies.

The library didn’t open until nine, but arriving early meant I got to enjoy at least an hour of quiet time and read my emails without any interruptions. Once the doors opened, it was a free-for-all, and I spent most of the morning at the front desk. I didn’t notice how much time had passed until my stomach grumbled around noon. Before I could sneak a snack under the desk, though, a man shuffled over to me. His silver hair sprawled across his brown suede coat, and he cradled something in his arms.

“Can I help you?” I adjusted my glasses.

“Hello. I left a note for you last night.”

I tilted my head, then remembered the scrap of paper I had found this morning on the book return, something about a pending negotiation. This would be interesting.

“Oh, yes. What do we need to negotiate today?”

“Well, I have some library fines,” he said, and handed me a printed receipt. I looked down then back up at the old man, trying to smother a laugh. His total came to $236; he’d had these fines for more than a decade.

“I see,” I said slowly. “Well, sir, there are some options we could—”

“Here’s what I was thinking,” he interrupted. “I could pay it off with this.”

He placed on the desk what looked like a mound of clay accessorized with shiny pieces of plastic, all smushed together into something that loosely resembled a frog.

“One of a kind,” he said. “I know how much libraries love original art.”

I inspected the “art,” trying to locate any evidence of value—a famous signature, rare materials, anything—and wondered if perhaps he thought we also functioned as a museum. I supposed I did have a habit of collecting knickknacks, so we did look a little bit like a museum, what with all the decorations I had accumulated over the years.

“Who is the artist?” I asked cautiously.

He smiled brightly. “Me! Made it myself.”

I stared at him, trying to decide if this conversation was actually taking place or if I was dreaming, when suddenly I heard a loud popping noise, and the ceiling above the readers’ corner exploded, water bursting through the panels, soaking everything in its direct path.

“What in the world?” I gasped, and raced around the counter toward the commotion. “Lana!” I called out urgently. “Go turn off the water supply!”

I saw Lana scramble out from the science fiction section she had been restacking, and she bolted toward the front doors in the direction of the valve.

I hurried to save whatever I could, moving armchairs out of the way, punting aside a small coffee table, and tripping over myself to rescue an antique reading lamp before the water could claim it. But the floor was already a lake and there was now a large, gaping hole in the ceiling. The water finally stopped shooting out like a geyser when Lana flicked the water main off, reducing itself to a trickle, then a drip. I stood with my hands on my hips, shaking my head at the damage. It was a disaster. The water had soaked the rugs and all our throw blankets and, most critically, some books.

“So,” my silver-haired sculptor said, holding up his FrankenFrog statue. “Do we have a deal?”



It took me thirty-five minutes to get ahold of Kyle, our local plumber. Kyle was steady in a crisis, just like his dad had always been back when he was running their family business. I once had the misfortune of having pipes burst in my bathroom, shooting god only knows what over everything, but Kyle’s dad, ever the efficient optimist, had me back up and running in no time.

I gazed up at Kyle on his ladder, praying that he could work that same magic in our library.

“Thanks for coming,” I said. “Honestly it just sort of exploded.”

Kyle muttered something inaudible as he continued to prod around up there.

“I mean, I know the building is old, but she’s still holding up overall, don’t you think?”

Kyle continued muttering, too low for me to catch all of it, but it sounded a lot like he was comparing the library to his great-great-great-aunt.

“How long do you suppose this will take to fix?”

Kyle shifted on his ladder so that I could finally hear him.

“Well, I need to replace all of the piping and the ceiling panels, so this section will be out of action for a little while.”

I groaned.

“So, no chance of having us up and running tonight?”

I heard him laugh, echoing into the roof.

“I’m good,” he called down. “But I’m not a wizard.”

I sighed. “It’s just that I host meetings here every other Tuesday, and I happen to have one tonight.”

“Can you meet somewhere else in the library?”

“No. All the other areas are booked.”

“Can you postpone the meeting?”

“Well, I could, but it wouldn’t be ideal—might set some of our progress back.”

Kyle shifted something in the roof, producing a loud thud, and suddenly, rusty orange water poured down onto the floor.

“Yuck,” he said.

I looked down at the rugs; they would now absolutely need replacing. Yuck indeed.

“What about having them meet at Brandy’s instead?” Kyle asked.

“Brandy’s?” I repeated.

“Yeah, my girlfriend Sasha manages the bar—I’m sure she’d host your group.”

I crossed my arms, realizing Kyle probably didn’t know why our group actually met.

“Yeah, I’m quite fond of Brandy’s, and Sasha, of course, but we’re a grief counseling group, Kyle…”

“I see,” he replied thoughtfully. “Well then, surely it’s important for your group to meet, even if it’s at a bar. It’s not something you should cancel, Henry.”

He fumbled for a moment before handing his phone to me.

“Just ring Sasha, Tuesdays aren’t busy at Brandy’s. Everyone is usually across the road at The Den for bingo night, so I’m sure she’ll stay open for you.”

I sighed again, pushing my hair back from my forehead. Brandy’s it was.

I scribbled a note and left it at the front of the library to explain the venue change, before calling all the regular group members to let them know about the flooding and our temporary meeting location. Nearly everyone asked if I had called Kyle, and when he heard me confirming to everyone that I had, I saw his chest puff out just a bit, his smile growing a little wider.

“Don’t let anyone into this area,” Kyle said, making his way down the ladder. “I’ll crunch some numbers and text you with a quote.”

Even though Kyle always tried to be fair with his pricing, judging by the water damage, this wouldn’t be cheap.

“I’ll have to run this by the board as soon as you get back to me.” I wasn’t looking forward to it. Most of the board members were octogenarians and very cranky when it came to expenses.

He straightened his ball cap.

“I’m on it, Henry. We’ll get it fixed. Don’t worry so much, buddy.”

I grimaced. Easier said than done.

Kyle grabbed his ladder and gave me what I supposed was a friendly arm punch and left.

I stayed there a moment, my shoes squishing into the soggy rug as I took in the damage. Water pooled around the legs of the chairs, and the bookshelves warped and darkened along their edges. But it wasn’t the repairs I was most worried about—those could be managed, fixed with time and effort. I was more concerned with the thought of our grief group not having their safe, warm spots in the armchairs in their favorite corner of the library. It wasn’t just the physical nature of the space, it was the solace it offered, the understanding nods, the shared stories, the unspoken comfort of being surrounded by others who understood. And now, as I stood in the mess, I wondered how to carry that refuge somewhere else.



By the time the day started to wind down, Lana and I had played tag team seamlessly, the product of having worked together for so many years. While she managed the rush of kids, ushering them to tables for an afternoon of origami, I had managed to mop up all the water and move the wet books into the staff room to dry. Eventually I was able to find a moment to myself and make a cup of tea.

“What happened to the readers’ corner?”

I jumped as Dev, our tech assistant, walked into the staff room, dumping his bag in a corner.

“Sorry, Henry.” He laughed. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

I waved my hand over my mug.

“It’s not you. Just…don’t ask.” I sighed.

“A busy day here at Everston Library, it seems,” he said, grinning and handing me a brown paper bag.

“Mindy baked some apricot cookies last night.”

“She’s an angel,” I said, fishing one out, savoring the sweet aroma over my tea.

I finished my cookie and watched as the sun started its descent, hitting the front doors, sending a fiery gleam of light spilling across the floor, warm and inviting. Whatever happened to be going on in the outside world, the library was the one place I always felt safe. It held my memories, the beautiful ones and the ugly ones, layered into every corner like the rings of an old tree, each one marking a moment of time.

Jacob made up so many of those rings. Even now, all my memories of him—both good and bad—haunted me. Two years had passed, and it still didn’t feel real that he was gone.

It had started with fatigue. He grew tired more easily, which was unusual for him. Jacob was a runner. He would run everywhere, even in the middle of winter, when Everston was bitterly cold and the snow piled several feet high. When he stopped running for a few weeks, I became suspicious, but he brushed me off whenever I questioned him. Not that that was out of character for him. Jacob was born two minutes and twenty seconds before me, and therefore by birthright (according to him) he was always right.

He started making excuses. “I’m probably just working too hard. I’m sure it’s nothing, and I’ll be back to normal soon. I just need to get more sleep.”

But normal never returned. One afternoon, while we were in my snug two-bedroom house, Jacob reading the paper as I busied myself making dinner, he suddenly fell off the kitchen stool and screamed. It was the kind of scream that makes every hair on your body stand up, the kind of scream that you feel right through your bones. I had never driven so fast in all my life, but the ride to the hospital felt as though it took decades, Jacob agonizing in the front seat, begging me to go faster, repeating that something was wrong.

After a battery of tests and days of stress, my emotions rocking me every which way, we discovered that my twin, the person I had entered the world with, and whom I had always counted on, had advanced stage IV pancreatic cancer. After our dad had suffered a minor heart attack a few years earlier, our parents had retired to Hawaii, determined to embrace a slower pace of life. Without them here, I slipped into caregiver mode without hesitation. It felt as though our small world had suddenly shrunk to just the two of us. Jacob moved in with me, leaving behind his apartment across town, so I could support him. I remember those final months as though it were a grim songbook—I can recall every dirge, every sour note. The doctor’s appointments, the failed treatments, the arguments between Jacob and me.

He had wanted to savor every last minute and I wanted him to keep fighting. When Jacob died, I did what any librarian would do: I tried to find the answers. Why did he have to go? What else could I have done? When will my heart stop feeling as though it’s buried under twenty million tons of rubble? The only problem was that, at the same time, I just wanted the world to end. I prayed for an asteroid, an explosion, every natural disaster I could think of, anything to turn the lights out. Jacob was my brother, my twin; in what world could I possibly exist without my other half?

Grief is a shadow and the world prefers the light. When you are grieving, people give comfort for a short amount of time and then expect you to return to normal, but they don’t understand that things will never be normal again. Old habits need to be undone and new habits need to be formed—all while there is a hole in your heart completely consuming you, every hour of every day.

I buried myself in my work to forget the pain. I made finding answers for others the most important priority in my life, especially when I had none for myself. I told everyone who asked that I was fine, I was coping, I was moving on. People told me all the time, You are so strong, Henry Briggs. Jacob would be proud. Look at you, such an example to this town.

I suppose the only one that knew the truth was the library itself. It kept me company when I couldn’t find the strength within me to go home. Instead, I’d sit in the middle of the history aisle, accompanied by a bottle of Glenfiddich—a gift from Mayor Ashcroft for helping to write her campaign speech—staring blankly at half a row of Van Gogh biographies.

On our thirty-sixth birthday, as I sat in that same spot, my vision blurring and my chest aching, I noticed a book on the shelf that was out of place. I reached for it and cracked its spine, flipping to a random page, settling my gaze onto a poem:


This is not the end, not at all.

I have only ventured to the place

between night and day—

I still hear you when you call.

I still listen to all you have to say.

Cry for me if you need to, but laugh;

hold my name in your heart.

the way you have always done so.

Think of me often, but do not allow

these thoughts to consume you.

Live as I have always wanted

you to live.

For I will see you again.

somewhere, one day.

and we will smile.



My eyes welled up with hot tears that threatened to spill over. I forgot my whiskey, and for a moment I even forgot my grief. Or maybe it’s not accurate to say that; rather, I realized that grief didn’t have to rule over me. I could sit with it and we could talk to one another, grief and me, but it wasn’t the only conversation partner I had to limit myself to.

That’s not to say that I didn’t still feel despondent—how could I not at times? My other half was gone. But I found that poetry could drag me out of the dark hole I was in; it could remind me to look at the sky, to go home and sleep in my bed instead of on the library floor. I wondered if others might feel like me.

I had no idea how my little idea might be received, so I started small. I put up a simple sign at the library desk: Grief Support Group.

First, one person inquired, then two more, and then another. I contacted Max Turner, a semiretired therapist who lived only a few blocks away, to see if he might be interested in joining us. Turned out he was.

Over the last four months, we’d settled into a steady routine. We met every other Tuesday evening, mostly to share how we were feeling. There were tears and jokes and snacks. And, as corny as it might sound, there was comfort. We were all looking for answers to our grief, and it seemed—even if our little group wasn’t an answer itself—that we were on the path to finding them.



“I’m heading home, Henry,” Lana said, putting on her cardigan. “Anna is supervising the study group and Dev is on desk. You need anything from me before I leave?”

“All good here. Do you have the spread list to give to the school?”

She nodded. “Emailed it to the principal this afternoon. There are no allergies to report, so I think your lemon poppy seed cupcakes are a go.”

I laughed.

“I think they’re more likely to go through the marshmallow squares than the cupcakes.”

“Imagination Week is going to be great. Try not to lose sleep over it.”

I raised my eyebrows. “We’re librarians, Lana; we lose sleep over everything.”

She just smiled and waved, heading out the door into the night, car keys in hand.

I went to the sink to wash my mug, leaving it on the dish rack to dry overnight. Sometimes I still felt the urge to sleep in the library, wishing I never had to leave. Things would be easier if I could stay hidden in the history aisle, rather than face the darkness that kept me up at night, but Kyle was right—I knew these meetings were important, not just for the members, but for me too.



I was still tallying how many lemon poppy seed cupcakes I would need to impress an entire class of middle schoolers when I got to Brandy’s. I wanted to show the kids there was more to the world of confections than just sugar, that there was a particular kind of joy that came with picking poppy seeds out of your teeth.

“Henry,” a voice called out. I looked up to see Gill standing outside the entrance.

“Hey, Gill, glad you’re here. I brought you a little present.” I handed over a Twix chocolate bar, the kind that Edith used to keep in the house to appease Gill’s sweet tooth.

Gill smiled at me, the creases in his face deepening.

“You’re a good boy, Henry. I’m sorry you’re having to deal with such a mess. When will the library be back up and running? Kyle get back to you yet?”

I sighed. I didn’t want to think about it right now.

“Yeah, hopefully next week or the week after. We’ll just have to see.”

“Brandy’s is a nice replacement, though. Do you think Max will notice if I pop over for a whiskey?”

“He may.” I grinned and held the door open for him. Let the old man have his nightcap.

Brandy’s was the oldest bar in Everston. It was originally owned by a Brandy Johnson and then passed on through the family. The original Brandy was said to have been a firebrand, one of very few female business owners at the time. She could drink plenty of men under the table, and long after she retired, she coached her granddaughter through Prohibition. Now, it was run by Sasha, Brandy’s great-great-great-granddaughter.

There were photos of bar patrons plastered on every inch of the walls, moose and deer heads keeping watch, old license plates tacked behind the bar. A neon Budweiser sign welcomed customers, flickering in the night, a constant beacon for those looking to drink. Floating shelves ran along the walls, with rickety bar stools placed underneath, coasters scattered everywhere, and rows and rows of bottles suspended on glass shelves behind the ancient oak-slab bar. It hadn’t really changed in decades, but it was warm and inviting, and that’s really all anyone asked for in this town.

As Gill crinkled open his chocolate, I gathered some barstools and set them up in a circle at the farthest end of the bar. Sasha emerged from the back to oversee, folding her arms and smiling warmly. In the time after Jacob’s death, I really appreciated that Sasha didn’t try to avoid me, as some did, and also didn’t go overboard with pity, holding my hand and whispering platitudes. She was just Sasha, the same as she was before Jacob passed.

“Everything okay, got what you need?”

“I think we are all set. I appreciate this, truly.”

“It’s not a problem, I’ll be floating around, just trying to unclog the dishwasher in the back, so yell if you need anything.” She wiped her hands on a towel and swung it over her shoulder, disappearing behind the bar.

The door opened and, one by one, our group members filtered in, waving and chatting, excited to be at our new meeting place.

“I’ll have a gin and tonic, please,” Rita said to the bartender on duty, hanging her coat on the rack just by the door.

“Oh, that


























































































e9781761631894/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


e9781761631894/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue


		Part I

		September

		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7







		October

		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10







		November

		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13












		Part II

		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		December

		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20







		January

		Chapter 21







		February

		Chapter 22







		March

		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24












		Part III

		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		April

		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30







		June

		Chapter 31







		August

		Chapter 32







		October

		Chapter 33












		A Poetry Evening with Misery Loves Company

		A Silver Lining


		Yours


		An Opossum Love Poem


		Grief Is the Lesson


		Halves


		Rhyming Is Hard, Loving You Isn’t


		Second Chance


		Winnie’s Lesson







		Acknowledgments


		Book Club Questions


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue


		A Poetry Evening with Misery Loves Company


		Acknowledgments


		Book Club Questions


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		V


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		II


		III


		IV


		VI








e9781761631894/fonts/EBGaramond-Medium.ttf


e9781761631894/fonts/BadScript-Regular.ttf


e9781761631894/fonts/Spectral-Bold.ttf


e9781761631894/images/9781761631894.jpg
o

‘Heartfelt, raw and deeply moving’ ‘.
o BECKA MACK N

PEPPERNELL

INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF PILLOW THOUGHTS





e9781761631894/fonts/Spectral-Italic.ttf


e9781761631894/images/title.jpg
The Last
Poem

COURTNEY
PEPPERNELL

AAAAAAAAAA
ntwerp London Toronto  Sydney/





e9781761631894/fonts/Spectral-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781761631894/fonts/Spectral-Regular.ttf


e9781761631894/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


