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AUTHOR’S NOTE




 


I think a lot of us wonder about what comes
after we leave this life. Some of us face that unknown with fear.
Certainly not with welcome.

 


I’ve generally avoided discussions of death
and what does or does not come after. I suppose two things come
into play: the fact that I love life and living, and my fear of the
unknown. That fear conflicts with my stance of faith. And for me,
that’s not a matter of religion, but a matter of spirit—the choice
to believe that life is gift and that that gift goes on after our
last breath.

 


As I’ve gotten older, I’ve struggled to find
a way to make peace in my soul with the fact that I will one day
face an end to this life, as we all do. The question became: What
do I want to believe? I have personally experienced great loss and
great blessings in my life. I choose to believe that the veil that
separates this life and the next is easily passed through and that
only good things await me on the other side. I suppose each of us
can choose to believe whatever we wish about life and death. So I
don’t judge anyone else on how they have chosen to view this life
or the next—or if they believe there is a next life.

 


Almost Heaven is a work of pure fiction. I
find Annie’s experience to be one of comfort. This book was born
out of that question for me and from my own struggle to make peace
with the wondering of what comes next. For those of you who might
struggle with that question, I hope this book gives you comfort.
For those of you who may have already had the experience of getting
a glimpse of the other side, I hope I’ve done justice to that
experience from my imaginings.

 


Peace, Linda.


Prologue




 


 


Annie Crawford stands at the elevator,
digging into her purse. No cell phone. She turns, slamming into
Bart Gannon.

“Sorry.” She looks up—and up—into his blue
eyes and heart-stopping grin.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

“Y-yes. Forgot my phone.” She steps around
him and hurries back to her office, hearing the ding of the
elevator behind her. She hates the way Bart unnerves her. He seems
to have that effect on most of the women in the office, single or
otherwise. Only Myrna, the seventy-something assistant to the elder
Gannon of, Gannon and Sons, Attorneys at Law, seems immune to
Bart’s charm. Frankly, Myrna doesn’t seem to much like the younger
man.

Annie snatches the phone from her desk and
rushes back to the hall, then glances at her watch. She’s going to
be late. The red numbers on the elevator show that both cars are
traveling up from where she waits on the eighth floor. She
sighs.

Pamela Cook, one of the firm’s paralegals,
joins her. “The car will probably be full when it gets back down.
I’m taking the stairs. It’s all downhill.” Pam slips off her heels
and tucks them under her arm.

“I’ll join you.” Annie removes her heels as
well.

Pamela pushes through the stairwell door,
and Annie follows.

“Do you have plans for the weekend?” Pamela
asks.

“I… Not really. Just for dinner tonight.”
She thinks about her dinner plans and then her lack of enthusiasm.
She’d much prefer to go home, change into comfy clothes, order a
pizza, and watch TV. Alone.

They emerge from the stairwell into the
bustling lobby of the twenty-six-story office building. Once
outside, Pamela leans against the wall to put her shoes on. “Enjoy
your dinner. I’m heading to Delaware and the beach.”

Annie steps back into her shoes and heads
toward the exit. Without looking up from the text she’s composing,
Annie says, “Have fun.”

She glances up briefly, then back down at
the screen, waiting for a reply. As she steps off the curb, her
ankle turns, and she lurches forward. A horn blares. Tires
screech.


Chapter One




 


 


Annie gasps. The lemon-yellow cottage with
white trim and the turquoise blue front door sits back from a white
picket fence. A walk leads to the front steps. A single rocking
chair sits on the porch. This is her dream home. The mini blinds
will have to go. During one of her searches when she imagined
buying her own house, she came across this cottage or one identical
to it. She often sits in her modest, comfortable, and costly
downtown apartment and imagines living in this cottage. She has
bookmarked the page and cropped out the cost—more than she can
afford. Still she dreams. This is where she will set her day job
aside, kick off her heels, and sit barefoot at her laptop to write
that novel she keeps telling herself she will write ‘one day.’ This
is where she will turn the kitchen into a mini-bakery and sink her
hands into dough and dust her counters with flour. This is her idea
of heaven.

She turns and takes in the bucolic scene
across the narrow street—trees line a riverbank, and the river
lazily flows along. A flock of ducks glides across the water. She
tentatively lifts the latch on the front gate. It eases open with a
creak. She makes a note to oil the hinges. Stepping onto the walk,
she closes the gate behind her. No one is out on the sidewalks or
in neighboring yards. It’s peacefully quiet, and a light breeze
ruffles her hair. She breathes in the scent of lavender and notices
the plants along the fence to her left. A smile stretches across
her face. For the first time in a long time, Annie feels as if
she’s come home.

But how did she get here?

Her hand glides along the wood railing as
she ascends the steps onto the front porch. She moves to the side
and shields her eyes as she peers into a window. Instead of mini
blinds, the window treatments are curtains edged with fine lace.
Wait…. Weren’t there…? She can’t remember buying those. She
can’t remember buying this house and, yet here she is. She tugs
open the screen door and grasps the doorknob. Should she knock
first?

She taps lightly on the door and pauses. No
sounds come from inside. She turns the knob, and the door opens.
She steps inside and glances around. Hardwood floors gleam in the
streams of sunlight coming through the crystal-clear windows from
the kitchen visible in the back of the house. The living room floor
is graced by a large square area rug in a faded floral pattern.

A sound draws her attention to the window
seat at the front window.

“Graycie?”

She knows it’s impossible that her Maine
Coon cat that passed five years earlier at the age of sixteen could
be there waiting for her. But there she sits looking regal, her
gray fur and white bib soft and thick. She sits as if she owns the
place and stares at Annie with intense green eyes.

The cat gracefully leaps down and prances
over, tail swishing like a flag of recognition, and winds herself
around Annie’s ankles. Annie reaches down and runs her palm along
the soft fur, then scratches behind the cat’s ears. Graycie stops
moving, leans into Annie, and purrs.

Annie scoops up the cat and holds her to her
chest. Graycie looks into her eyes and then rubs her head against
Annie’s chin. A flood of memories wash over Annie—her tenth
birthday when she opened the aerated box and glimpsed the tiny grey
fluff ball of a kitten. She had cried with delight and immediately
chose the name Graycie because of the cat’s gray coloring. They had
been best friends as Annie went through grade school, high school,
and into college. Graycie had slipped away in her sleep at the age
of sixteen. Annie had come home to find her in the middle of a
pillow on the bed. She appeared to be sleeping but didn’t stir when
Annie called her.

Tears sting now as Annie cuddles the cat.
This is impossible, she knows. And yet, here they are. She sets the
cat down, and the animal trots off toward the kitchen. Annie
follows. The aroma of cinnamon greets her. A plate of iced cinnamon
rolls sits on the center island. Her mouth waters.

The kitchen is bright and welcoming. The
pale yellow walls are a shade lighter than the outside of the
house, and one accent wall behind the gas range is painted white. A
small dinette table with two chairs sits against a side wall. A
pastel floral backsplash adds color to the room.

Annie walks to the window to investigate the
view to the backyard. Three plants sit on the windowsill, and her
touch tells her they’ve been recently watered. She opens the back
door and steps out onto a smaller porch. A fenced backyard is edged
by flower beds, and wildflowers—her favorites—wave as if in
greeting. Miniature rose bushes move lazily in the breeze on either
side of the back porch steps.

Behind her, Graycie meows. Annie opens the
door, and the cat saunters out, sniffs the air, then sits at her
feet.

“Have I died and gone to heaven,
Graycie?”

The cat turns her face up and stares in that
soul-searching way cats have.

“Don’t answer that.” Annie touches one of
the coral roses, feeling the silky texture. It’s real. All of this
is real. Of course, it’s real, she tells herself.

The doorbell chimes, and she ushers the cat
ahead of her back into the house.

The man standing on her porch looks vaguely
familiar. He smiles as she approaches the closed screen door. “Hi,
I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”

“No, not at all.” She keeps the door between
them closed. Where does she know him from?

He waits, then asks, “May I come in?”

“What for?”

His brows furrow. “You asked me to come by
and fix the shower head. You said it’s spraying everywhere.” He
holds up a toolbox.

“I did?”

He nods. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Just a bit distracted.” She opens
the screen door. “Please, come in.”

He steps inside, and she notices how he
towers over her. And she’s five foot seven. His jaw is shadowed,
and she wonders if he’s beginning to grow a beard. It looks good on
him.

“Okay, so I’ll just go upstairs…”

She realizes she’s been staring. “Yes.
Upstairs. The shower would be upstairs.”

“Right.”

Out of curiosity, she follows. She’s
interested in seeing the upstairs, too, because she has no
recollection of this house except in her dreams and the real estate
ad.

He steps back to let her go first.

Annie stops at the top of the stairs, unsure
which way to turn. The man steps up behind her.

She hesitates as she studies the
options.

“Is there a problem?” he asks.

“No, not at all.” She steps aside. “Go right
ahead.”

He moves past her and into the second door
on the left.

She follows to find him standing in the
shower stall, inspecting the shower head.

“Do you want a new shower head? This one is
fine. I can fix the spraying issue with a little Teflon tape.”

“Should I replace it?”

“You shouldn’t. I should.”

“Well, I know that but…”

“I’m responsible for any necessary repairs.
While this isn’t necessary, I’d be willing to replace it with a new
massaging shower head if you want. I have one in the truck.”

“That sounds nice.”

“Be right back.”

Annie takes the opportunity to look around
the upstairs. It seems familiar, and yet it doesn’t. Lavender hand
soap on the sink. That would be her touch. A hand towel decorated
with colorful butterflies—that would be like her, too.

She crosses the hall and into what appears
to be the master bedroom. It is large and airy with a queen-sized
bed covered by a light pink summer spread. A small desk occupies
one corner. A chest of drawers and matching dresser with a mirror
sit one against each of two walls. A sun puddle bathes the rocking
chair where Graycie now curls up on the seat cushion.

The man—it occurs to Annie she doesn’t know
his name—clomps back up the stairs and into the bathroom. Annie
crosses the hall again, noticing a second bedroom beside the bath.
She watches as the man uses a wrench to undo the shower head and
sets it down in the shower stall. He draws a rag from his hip
pocket, wipes down the exposed pipe, wraps it with some type of
thin, white tape, then screws on the hose for the new shower
head.

“This one is removable and has six settings
for water flow.” He steps out of the stall and reaches back in to
turn on the water, demonstrating each setting. Water beads and
glistens on the fine hairs of his forearms.

He turns off the water, returns his wrench
to the toolbox and closes it, then picks up the old shower head.
“There you go. Enjoy.”

“Thank you.” She follows him down the
stairs. “What do I owe you?”

He stops at the bottom and turns to her.
“It’s in your lease. I take care of all repairs.”

“Lease? I don’t own…” She stops, realizing
she’s about to sound crazy. “Yes, my lease. I must have a copy
around here somewhere.”

“You signed it yesterday.” He glances
around. “You’ve not wasted time getting moved in and settled. Looks
nice in here. It smells good, too. You always made the best
cinnamon rolls.” He flashes a broad smile.

“There are cinnamon rolls in the kitchen.
Would you like one?” Then she wonders again who baked them and
when. She feels as if she just got here. And where is here?

He grins. “I never turn down a cinnamon
roll, especially not one of yours. I’ll put these tools in the
truck and come back.”

She hurries to the kitchen to unwrap the
plate and test one with her finger. It’s soft and still warm. She
searches the overhead cabinets, locating plates. She plates two of
the rolls and sets them on the table.

The man returns and walks through to the
kitchen. “I don’t suppose you have coffee made to go with that
roll,” he says.

“No.” She spies the Keurig single cup
brewer. “But I can make a cup. Just let me…” She stares at the
counter and cupboards. If she arranged this kitchen, she’d put the
k-cups near the coffee maker. She opens the cupboard above to find
coffee mugs and the k-cups. “Here we go.”

The brewer is like the one in the break room
at her office. She efficiently makes a cup and sets the mug before
him. “Cream or sugar?”

“Black, thanks.” He gives her a quizzical
look. “But you know that.”

“I do? Oh, I do. This move has me a
bit…scattered.” She brews a second cup and opens the fridge to find
her favorite vanilla creamer. She adds a bit to the mug and carries
it to the table. “Do you need a…” She is going to say fork, but he
has already taken a huge bite out of the roll. Icing coats his full
upper lip.

He licks it off and grins. “You really
should open a bakery. You’d make a fortune.”

“I always wanted to do that someday.”

“Baking and writing the next great American
novel,” he says. “And with a law school degree.” He shakes his
head. “You’ll settle on something eventually.”

Law degree? She’s a lawyer?

He finishes off the roll and gulps down the
coffee. “Thanks, I needed that.” He stands and sets the plate and
mug in the sink. “Gotta run. Talk to you later.”

“You will?”

He turns and stares at her. “You’re acting
really weird. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine…” She stares and squints at the
name on his shirt. “Abbott.”

He laughs. “Good to know that,
Crawford.”

“Crawford?”

“This move sure has you distracted. That’s
to be expected.” He snatches up a second cinnamon roll before
heading to the door. “One for the road.”

Annie Crawford. That’s her full name. So,
his last name is Abbott.

But what is his first name? And where does
she know him from?

She glances around, looking for her purse.
She finds it on a stool at the kitchen island. It’s a Coach bag,
and she wonders how she could afford it. Then she remembers—she’s a
lawyer.

She opens the purse and dumps the contents
onto the counter. The wallet holds her driver’s license, a health
insurance card, social security card, two credit cards—all bearing
the name of Annabella E. Crawford—and ninety-two dollars in cash.
According to her license, she’s thirty-one years old. She picks up
a checkbook and flips it open to find she has an account balance of
two-thousand-dollars and change. And a cell phone. She presses a
button, and the screen comes to life.

Graycie rubs against her ankles and
meows.

“You hungry?” A glance at the clock tells
Annie it is nearly suppertime for both of them. She finds the cat
food in the pantry and fills a bowl. While the cat noisily munches
kibble, Annie peruses the fridge and freezer. The freezer is
well-stocked with frozen dinners. She smiles and pulls out a
teriyaki beef meal. “Dinner will be ready in…” She reads the back
of the box. “…four to six minutes.”

The microwave timer dings, and she carefully
removes the tray. Steam plumes as she removes the plastic covering.
Her stomach rumbles, and her mouth waters. She takes a fork from a
drawer and carries the dinner with her to the back porch where she
sets the tray down on a folding table and then sits. Annie closes
her eyes and draws in a deep breath, easing it out slowly. She
savors a bite of teriyaki and scrolls through the phone. The
contact list is blank. The call lists in and out are blank. The
phone holds a full charge. It’s as if the device came right out of
the box.

She deposits the empty dinner tray into the
trash can and removes a bottle of wine from the fridge, pouring a
glass. She goes to the front porch and settles on the top step to
sip the wine and watch the river. Graycie meows at the door, and
Annie lets the cat out to join her. “So, Graycie, have we lived
here long?”

The cat gives her a solemn stare, then
proceeds to groom herself.

The cell phone jangles, and Annie startles.
She stares at the screen. An unknown number scrolls across.

“Hello?”

“Hi. Have you had dinner already? I’m
thinking of picking up hoagies.”

“I had beef teriyaki.”

“You and those frozen dinners. I swear you
eat like a bird.”

“Who is this?”

“It’s Scott. Who did you think it was?”

“Scott.” The only Scott she knows is her
college friend, Scott, who…

“Scott?” She stands and shrieks. “Scott
Abbott?”

“Annie, calm down. I’ll be right there.”

“No, wait…” Too late. The call has
ended.

He’s right, though—something is very wrong.
Scott Abbott was killed in nightclub shooting six years ago. How
did she not recognize him right away. They’d been best friends all
through college. Maybe she had not recognized him because
he’s—dead. Scott is dead, but he was in her house fixing her
shower.

Come to think of it, how had she not
recognized anything?

She hurries down the steps, then turns and
stares. She does a three-sixty turn, taking in the neighborhood,
her gaze settling again on the cottage. This house is straight out
of her dreams. The other homes on the block are each different in
structure and size. The one to her right is an older Victorian,
while the one on her left would be considered a mansion by most
standards. Across the expanse of yard sits a tiny house mounted on
a trailer. The block is a patchwork of architecture.

But where are the other people? Where is
she?


Chapter Two




 


 


When the doorbell rings, Annie races to the
door, flings it open, and wraps herself around Scott.

“Whoa. I’m happy to see you again, too.” He
hugs her, then pries her loose to stare into her face. “We should
talk.”

“Yes, we should. Before I wake up. This is
the craziest dream I’ve ever had. But it’s worth it to see you one
more time. I don’t know why I didn’t recognize you at first. I
guess because you’re the last person I expected to see. Let’s talk
in the kitchen. I need a glass of wine.”

Scott grasps her shoulders to slow her
movement. “Annie, slow down. Breathe.”

She takes in a deep breath and lets it out
slowly. Then another until her breathing is steady. “Okay. I’m
okay. Do you want a glass of wine?”

“No, thank you.” Scott sits at the small
dinette table.

Annie refills her wineglass and sits
opposite him. She waits.

“So, do you like it here?” he asks.

“Here? In this house? I love it. It’s the
house I’ve always dreamed of, but I could never afford. You said
I’m leasing?”

“Lease to own. Anyway, I’m glad you like
it.”

She chuckles. “It’s my dream, so I’m glad I
like it, too. You know how you have a dream you hope you never wake
up from? This could be it.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Lighten up. Jeez, I’m joking. I haven’t met
you in a dream for a long time, you know. I thought I’d lost you
forever. This is nice, even if it will end in the morning. It looks
like you’re doing okay—wherever you are.”

He nods. “I’m okay. It’s nice to see you
again, too. So, what are your plans for tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow? After I wake up and feel sad for
a minute because I’m back in my over-priced city apartment and
alone? No Graycie. No you. It’s Saturday, so I suppose I’ll go for
a run, take a shower, then head to the office.”

“Work? On a Saturday?”

“You have no idea of the competition when
you work in a law firm. Partners scrutinize your every move. And
the rest of us all want to make partner, so we constantly strive to
prove ourselves and stress our commitment to the firm. It’s a
treadmill that never slows down.”

“Doesn’t sound like much fun.”

“I don’t do it for fun.”

“Why do you do it?”

She shrugs. “Income. Career. It’s what I
studied so hard to do.”

“What do you do for fun?”

She considers the questions. “I run.”

“That doesn’t sound like much fun, either.
It sounds like a different treadmill.”

“What do you do for fun?” she counters.

“This.” He waves a hand around in the
air.

“This—what?”

“Do you remember all those home renovation
TV shows we used to watch over pizza and popcorn? I got my degree
in architecture, but I secretly love rehabbing older homes. This is
what I do.”

“Does it pay? I mean you have to invest so
much to begin with.”

“It costs me everything, but the payback is
out of this world.”

“I’m glad you’re happy. Can I see any of
your other projects?”

“Sure. We can go for a walk tomorrow. I’m
working on one down the street right now for an elderly couple who
should be arriving in a few days.”

She sighs. “Like I’ll still be in this dream
in the morning. Hey, whatever happened to that guy you were
interested in—Michael? Matthew?”

“Michael. As far as I know, he moved to
Baltimore.”

“Met anyone special here?”

“Everyone is special here. I’m content.”

Content. She wishes she could say she is
content. She’s happy, at least most of the time. She has glimpses
of a different life now and then, like in this dream with her
beloved cat, nowhere to be, and her best friend from college close
by.

When she first met Scott, she was smitten.
He was tall, handsome, charming, and a great dresser. It wasn’t
long before she realized he was not interested in anything more
than friendship. At first, she was disappointed. Then she found
their relationship to be refreshing. They went out to dinner, to
movies, for hikes in the mountains, even shared a hotel room
without any pressure for physical intimacy. Something she sometimes
had regretted. He was open with her from the start about his being
gay. They shared a different intimacy, and that had made the sudden
loss even more tragic. When Annie had gotten the call that awful
night that Scott had been murdered in a bar shooting while
vacationing in Florida, everything inside her seemed to pull
loose.

“Are you happy?” she asks.

“Always.” He stands. “You’re going to be
okay, Annie. I should go now.”

She reaches for his hand. “Wait. Please
don’t leave, not yet. Let’s sit and watch TV together for a while.
I’ll make popcorn. If I have popcorn.”

He grins. “You have everything you wish
for.” He opens a cupboard door and removes a box of microwave
popcorn. “You’re favorite—movie theater butter.” He sets it into
the microwave.

They carry the popcorn and two drinks to the
living room. Scott turns on the TV and asks, “What do you want to
watch?”

“A movie?” she asks.

“Name one.”

“We both used to cry over A Star is Born. Is
that too sappy for you now?” she asks.

“The original or one of the remakes?”

“The Streisand version.”

Scott points the remote and presses a
button. The movie begins.

She swivels her gaze from the TV to Scott.
“How did you do that?”

“Your wish is my command.” He settles with
an arm across the back of the sofa behind her. “Here’s to the good
old days.”

With the popcorn gone, Annie pauses the
movie. “Time for ice cream. And I’m betting there’s at least a
quart of caramel pecan in the freezer. Be right back.” She returns
with a quart of ice cream and two spoons.

By the end of the film, the ice cream
container is empty, and a wad of tissues sits in a mound between
them. Annie sniffles. “I would have been here for you, you know, if
you had survived…”

“I know.” Scott pats her hand. “I know you
would have.” He pulls her close and kisses her temple.

Despite her desire for this dream to never
end, Annie yawns. She can barely keep her eyes open.

“Go to bed, Annie Lee.”

“No one has called me that for years.”

He stands and tugs her to her feet. “You’re
tired.”

“I’m exhausted. My body suddenly feels
weighted.”

“Come on. I’ll tuck you in.” He leads her to
the stairs and waits while she changes into pjs—a pair of cotton
boxer-style shorts and a tank top—and brushes her teeth.

Annie drags herself to the inviting bed with
its soft sheets and comfy quilt.

Scott pulls the quilt up under her chin.
“Sleep well.” He kisses her forehead.

She closes her eyes and when they flutter
open again, the room is dark except for a beam of moonlight
streaming through the window. Scott is gone.

Annie fights to stay in the dream but loses
to exhaustion. It was a nice dream while it lasted.

~ * ~

Annie opens one eye enough to see that light
streams into the room. She resists waking, though. A paw taps her
on the cheek. She frowns, then opens both eyes. Graycie is staring
at her.

“Graycie,” Annie says with a smile.

Then she bolts upright. “Graycie?”

The cat blinks up at her then licks her
paw.

Annie reaches out tentatively to stroke the
cat’s head.

“You’re real.” She glances around the room.
“We’re still here. I’m still dreaming.”

She pinches the skin on the inside of her
arm. “Ouch.” She rubs her arm.

She swings her feet off the bed. The floor
is cool on the soles of her feet. She pads across the hall to the
bathroom. She’s obviously still dreaming.

Graycie sits at her feet and meows
loudly.

“You want breakfast? Give me one
minute.”

She crosses back to the bedroom and slides
her feet into the slippers beside the bed.

Graycie races ahead of her down the stairs
and directly to the kitchen. Annie stops briefly and looks around
the living room. She loves this room. The whole cottage is warm and
cozy.

She sets a mug under the Keurig and starts
to brew a cup. Then she fills Graycie’s bowl with kibble and
refills her water bowl. The cat munches loudly and with
enthusiasm.

The brewer sputters, and Annie removes the
mug and adds French vanilla creamer. She lifts the foil wrap from
the plate on the table, sets a cinnamon roll on a paper towel, and
carries the pastry and coffee to the back door. The temperature
outside is perfect. The sky is blue, and the sun shines brightly.
It’s a perfect morning.

She sets her breakfast on the small café
table on the back porch, then gathers up Graycie’s bowls and calls
to the cat to join her. Songbirds sing from the trees around the
back yard. Bees hover above wildflowers that grow at the base of
the porch on either side of the steps. A light breeze ruffles her
hair. Annie takes in a deep breath and, as she exhales, she swears
she can hear her body say, ‘Aahhh.’ When was the last time she felt
this relaxed?

Annie licks the icing from her fingers and
downs the last of the coffee. As long as she’s still here, she
might as well explore the neighborhood. She sets her coffee mug
into the sink and heads upstairs to shower and dress. She discovers
the shower stocked with her brands of shower gel, shampoo, and
conditioner.
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