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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy Between Here and Heaven, be sure to check out my offer for a FREE Price Family novella at the end. With that, happy reading!

      
      Cari studied the reflection of the calm, young woman in a long, creamy white, lace dress. The short cap sleeves enhanced sun-kissed skin; an antique pearl necklace graced the modest scooped neckline; and a wide, floppy, brimmed white hat with flowing lavender ribbons entwined waist length, wavy ebony hair. The reflection was picture perfect. Satisfied, Cari turned from the mirror and picked up her bouquet of cascading lavender roses and green ivy from the twin bed.

      A rumble of thunder could be faintly heard in the distance. Cari glanced at the open window and hoped the rain would hold off until after the ceremony. She didn’t want anything to mar this perfect day.

      There was a light tap on the door. “Cari? Honey, are you ready?

      Dad slowly opened the door. He saw his little girl standing before him in her wedding gown. He swallowed the lump lodged in his throat. “Where did my little tomboy go?

      At a slender 5’ 6”, she looked like her mother. Her fine bone structure, high cheekbones, and a creamy complexion were framed by her long dark hair. Her emerald eyes sparkled, revealing every emotion.

      “Oh, Cari. You look just like your mother did on our wedding day. I pray that you and Ben are blessed with a lifetime of happiness like we’ve had.

      She could see Dad blink back a tear that threatened to fall.

      He smiled at her. “I’m not going to be the reason you start crying before walking down the aisle.”

      Cari floated across the room to take her father’s outstretched hand, the hem of her dress swishing as she moved.

      “I love you, Daddy,” she said as she kissed him on the cheek. With a nervous laugh she said, “Let’s go get me married before my future husband gets tired of waiting.”

      Cari’s heart skipped a beat as she saw Ben waiting for her at the altar. He was devastatingly handsome: the proverbial tall, dark, and handsome, with his tuxedo skimming his lean, muscular build. She could tell he was impatient for her to get down the flower-strewn aisle and become his wife. As she drew closer, she saw him take a deep, ragged breath, his deep blue eyes locked on hers. She had taken his breath away.

      His best man, Art, poked him and whispered something to Ben. He nodded, speechless. He reached out to take her hand, and they turned to the waiting minister. As she stood on at alter holding Ben’s hand she made a silent vow she would spend all her days making him happy.

      The ceremony was a blur until the minister asked them to recite their vows. "Benjamin McKenna, do you take this woman, Cari Riley, to be your wife?"

      "I do," Ben replied solemnly.

      "And Cari Riley, do you take Benjamin McKenna as your husband?" "I do." Cari laughed in delight.

      "By the power vested in me, I pronounce you husband and wife. Ben, you can kiss your bride." The minister gestured to Cari, and Ben was happy to oblige.

      Applause rang out over the couple as Ben placed his hands on both sides of her face and pulled her in for the kiss to seal their marriage.

      "Sweetheart, our life begins,” he said for her ears only.

      The remainder of the day whizzed by. Cari and Ben weren't sure if they had eaten or whom they had talked to, but the day was filled with love and laughter. They slipped away to change clothes before heading to their honeymoon on Cape Cod.

      Cari twirled one last time in her dress before Ben undid the buttons and zipper.

      "Ben, I can't wait until we get back and set up our apartment. It's going to be so much fun!”

      He sat on the edge of the narrow bed, watching his new bride step out of the layers of petticoats and toss the dress over the vanity chair.

      "Cari, you are so beautiful. Come here." His voice was husky.

      Cari's heart hammered in her chest. She was beyond nervous. They had decided to wait until they were legally married before taking the final step in their physical relationship.

      She slowly crossed the room to stand before him, barefoot, wearing a tiny slip….

      His voice was husky. "Cari, you are so beautiful. Come here."

      "Mom, where are you?" Kate's shouting jolted Cari back to the present. She slowly closed the cover on the wedding album and tucked the flood of memories back into the corners of her mind.

      "In the sunroom!" Cari yelled.

      Running footsteps sounded like a small herd of elephants on the hardwood floor. Kate and Shane, ten-year-old twins, and the baby of the family, Ellie, who was five, burst through the doorway, dropping their book bags next to the archway as they flew into the room. Ellie scrambled into her lap, placing butterfly kisses on Cari’s cheek, not mentioning her tears.

      Katelyn and Shane were almost identical and favored Cari. They both had dark, almost ebony hair, but Kate inherited her mother’s amazing green eyes. Shane had his father’s eyes, deep sapphire blue. They were both tall and slender, like Ben. Eleanor was tiny, with her mother’s bone structure and complexion, but she had her father’s eyes framed by sweeping dark lashes. Ellie may be a petite, little blue-eyed blonde, but the family resemblance to her siblings was undeniable.

      "Hi, Mommy. What did you do today?" Ellie quizzed her mom.

      Kate and Shane took up a spot on each side of the overstuffed, floral chair. Before they sat down, Cari slid the album onto the footstool, making room for them.

      "Well, I did the usual stuff—laundry, cleaning, gardening—and then I saw it was almost time for you to get home, so I took a minute to relax,” she fibbed.

      Cari smiled at each of them, trying to reassure them she’d had a good day. "And, now your home, so what would you like to do before we start homework?"

      "Oh, we just got home. Do we have to talk about homework already?" Shane groaned. "My brain is stuffed and can't fit anything more into it."

      Not to be left out, Ellie pulled her mom’s arm. "Mommy, I don't have homework."

      Kate glance at her bag on the floor. "Well, I have homework, but I was hoping we could make cookies or something and then work on it. Would that be okay?"

      Kate was hoping she could talk her mom into doing something other than pretending to watch them do homework and drifting away from them. Cooking and baking used to make her happy, and she’d hum or sing, filling the room with the aroma of fresh baked cookies.

      "I think that's a great idea. What would you like to make?" Cari was relieved they didn't want to go somewhere. She didn't have the energy to go to town or to the mall. It suited her just fine to hang out in the kitchen.

      "Ellie, do you have an idea of what we should make?"

      Cari waited patiently while the wheels in her little girl's head ran through her favorite treats.

      "I think we should let Shane pick. He never gets to choose." Ellie turned and gazed up at her big brother. She idolized him and wanted to make sure he was included.

      "Thanks, Pixie." Shane ruffled her hair, pleased that he was included. "We can make peanut butter balls. I’ll do the measuring, Kate can mix, and then we can all roll them out and dip them in melted chocolate. Mom, you'll melt the chocolate for us, right?"

      The kids looked at Cari, hoping she wouldn’t say no. She waved her hands at them so she could get up.

      “All right, peanut butter balls it is,” she said as the kids pulled her into the large eat-in kitchen.

      Kate was quick to put everyone to work. She had Shane clear the center island and pull out a stool, helping Ellie climb up and get settled. She gathered the bowls and other utensils she thought they would need. Cari settled onto a stool next to Ellie, while Shane put the radio on low for background music.

      The kids were soon laughing as they squished peanut butter, crushed graham crackers and powdered sugar together with butter, and rolled the mix into small, misshapen balls lined on a cookie sheet. Cari melted the chocolate over a bowl of hot water and brought it to the counter so everyone could take turns dipping the balls in the warm, sweet, sticky, liquefied chocolate. Before all were dipped, Ellie was licking chocolate off her fingers, and Kate and Shane followed suit, so Cari finished the last few.

      "Mom, how long before you think we can eat them? I don’t mind being the taste tester,” Shane smirked.

      “Let's slide them into the refrigerator for a bit and we can check them later. When they're ready, we'll get some milk and have our snack. But let’s clean up and get your homework started."

      Cari's heart was a little lighter until she heard the clock strike half past four. She froze and then glanced at the back door expecting it to open. Each day Ben would come in with a big smile splashed across his face and arms open for his family to tumble into them. But he wasn’t coming home today or ever again. It had been months since an aneurysm took him from his family. But Cari still expected him to walk through the door.

      Kate, Shane, and Ellie stared at their mom as tears filled her eyes, threatening once again to dampen her cheeks. Cari took a deep ragged breath in an attempt to gain control. She couldn't cry in front of her kids. Not again.

      "Let's get the milk poured," she said with a false upbeat tone in her voice.

      The kids nodded as she retrieved cups, milk, and the tray from the refrigerator. She knew they wished their mom wouldn’t be sad and cry every day. They missed their dad, too, but they didn’t cry all the time anymore.

      Shane touched his mom's arm as she gave him a glass of milk. His deep blue
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