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Dedication
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To my family and friends: enjoy this adventure as I enjoy writing it for you. 
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Chapter One
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SHE OPENED THE WINDOW, shook her head, amazed how the sound of the car’s engine humming could make one so sleepy.  The repetitive sound of the wipers as they brushed the snow off the windshield added to the mesmerizing weariness she felt.  She knew she would have to pull off the road soon and get some coffee or end up falling asleep at the wheel.  It had been a long drive, and she still had quite a way to go.  Rebecca was heading back to Oregon.  

Her recent life had been jumbled and complicated, and she just needed a fresh new perspective.  Mason had convinced her that the city was where they belonged, but now she just longed for the solitude she once treasured.  Mason was outgoing and known to be reckless at times. He encompassed a strong desire to see all that the world had to offer. 

“Let’s have an adventure, Becca,” he would say. 

“We can’t stay in this little town forever; there is a huge world to see.” 

Once in a while, Mason had those quiet times when she thought just maybe he wanted to go back home, live a simple life, and raise the family they had talked about for so long.  Well, now she was facing a new adventure, but this time it would be without him. 

The jangling of his dog tags hanging from the rearview mirror of his truck was a vivid reminder that he was no longer physically there.  The soldier showing up at their apartment door with Mason's dog tags enclosed in his hand somehow clinched the deal. 

It could have been the meticulous way that the tall, lanky soldier carefully revealed the story of his dog tags, found blood splattered lying next to another dead soldier, that sent that solid death image in her mind. 

Whatever the case, it was crystal clear to Rebecca from their words that they presumed Mason was dead and not just missing in action. 

The soldier’s presence and his civil demeanor filled the air with the finality of it all. 

Maybe the fact that they hadn’t found his body, only his dog tags, should make those words more bearable, keep some hope alive, but it didn’t. It just left her with more unanswered questions and no resolution. 

On that day, at that moment, her soul had been ripped in two, her heartbroken beyond repair.  At that moment, she realized that her best friend, her soulmate, was gone. He would not be returning, and the life adventure of Mason and Rebecca was over. 

She was now forced to face reality and move on without him.  As an investigative writer, hope was never her strong suit. Realistic facts were what she had lived by. When given the facts, she would make solid decisions based on what was present before her. Somewhere in her life, she lost that childhood hope, and try as she could, the facts were still the facts, and nothing would change that. What now seemed a lifetime ago had only been six weeks ago. 

Was it just six weeks since she last touched his face, looked into his eyes, felt his strong arms around her, holding her tight? Why did it now seem like years, and whatever happened to his promise of no goodbyes?

.......

There was a knock on the door. Rebecca hadn’t been expecting anyone. Rebecca peeped through the small glass spy hole in the door and let out a gasp. She opened the door, not believing what she saw. There he stood in his Air Force uniform, so handsome and dashing with a bouquet of wildflowers in his hand. She leaped into his arms, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck, and gave him a passionate welcome-home kiss. He picked her off the floor, twirling her around like a carousel ride. 

“I can’t believe you’re here. Why didn’t you call me?” Rebecca cried out, tears flowing down her face.

“I would have picked you up at the airport.”

“I need to go away more often,” Mason replied as he put her down and tossed the flowers he held on the table by the door.

“My beautiful wife, how I have missed you,” he whispered in her ear, pulling her body back to him, squeezing her tight against his chest. 

“Let me go, you brute. You’re hurting me, you big ole bear,” Rebecca cried out, trying to get her arms out to beat on his chest, but he held her all the tighter, picking her up off her feet. 

“Boot camp was rough, but nothing as rough as being without my sweet wife.”  He laid it on thick as he placed her back on her feet.

“Is this a dream?” Rebecca whispered back, closing her eyes and taking in a deep breath.

“No dream, baby, I am here in the flesh.”

Suppose it was a dream; if so, she didn’t want it to end. Mason pressed his lips gently against hers as he pushed open the bedroom door, backing her up until she ended up flat on her back on the bed.  

She lay there watching him as he meticulously hung his hat and jacket on the corner bedpost. He held his hand out, silently telling her not to move.  The Air Force had changed him. 

What would have been thrown on the floor was now neatly hung or folded.  Rebecca scooted over so that he could lie next to her as he kicked the bedroom door closed with his foot.

He turned, and, just as on the first time, his coal-black eyes penetrated her soul. He slowly unbuttoned his shirt, never taking his eyes from hers. His tan marbled chest looked like a statue of David, perfectly sculpted. Her heart skipped a beat or two as he sat down on the edge of the bed next to her, his fingers gently caressing her face.

“I have missed you so much, Becca,” he leaned over and kissed her. She could feel the blood pumping through her veins as if her every breath depended on him.  

.......

Moving back to Oregon was the right move, she knew it in her heart. Their friends, especially her best friend, Maggie, had insisted she had to move on, but all she wanted was for time to stand still. 

If she could somehow hold onto his memory, his touch, feel his presence within her broken spirit, maybe all the pain would disappear.  Going back to her roots was what she needed; she was sure of it. 

Going back to the cabin would ground her. It would give her time to focus on what lay ahead.  She knew that she could only get through this one day at a time. The hardest part was that there was nobody to bury, no last view, only unending questions, and torment intermingled with scattered memories. A love they both thought would last a lifetime.

The snow was getting heavier the further into the mountains she drove.  She knew she would have to pull off the road soon.  The gas tank of Mason’s truck was almost empty. She needed some coffee to wake herself up.  Roxy lay sleeping on the front seat next to her. 

Roxy hadn’t left her side; it was as if she instinctively knew that Mason wasn't returning and that Rebecca needed her close.  Rebecca patted her head, remembering the day that Mason brought Roxy home. She was so tiny, popping her head out of his coat pocket.

“A present for you, baby. She will protect you and keep you company while I am gone.”  At least that was what he told her just before he left for his first missions overseas.

Although Roxy was supposed to be Rebecca’s dog, she never left Mason’s side when he was home. A pure-bred Rottweiler, but the biggest baby you ever saw. 

She would scare most people. At least those who didn’t realize that all it took was one pat on the head, and she was your friend forever. She loved to have her head scratched. The more attention you paid to her, the more she demanded. 

“It’s gonna be ok, Roxy,” Rebecca told her as she pulled into the gas station as if she needed to comfort Roxy on her loss. 

She wasn’t sure if those words were meant to convince Roxy that life was going to go on, or if she was trying to convince herself. She cupped Roxy’s face in her hands and gently scratched her ears for comfort. 

“We are not alone, Roxy; we just have another adventure waiting for us, a different one than we expected.”

As she filled up the tank, Rebecca looked at the old, beat-up pickup truck she was driving. It was rusty and had a few dents, but to Mason, like any man, his truck meant the world, his prize treasure. It made her smile to think of how he would ramble on about it, how they would travel around the country in it, exploring everything in sight. They had traveled to a few places in that truck. They had camped at the Grand Canyon and Yellowstone Park. Even a few Indian pow-wows in Oklahoma, but now it was time to head home, and back to reality.  Rebecca stepped inside the station and poured herself a cup of coffee.  

“Better be careful, young lady, those roads are icing up pretty fast,” the attendant said, though he seemed distracted by setting up a display of wipers. Meanwhile, he was peeking through the display to see if the young kid by the counter was stealing a candy bar off the shelf. 

“You don’t have to worry,” Rebecca replied.  “I have traveled these back roads most of my life.  I’ve got a few more miles to go, but Roxy and I will be ok.” 

The attendant looked out to see Roxy’s nose pressed on the truck window, barking as if she were unsure of Rebecca’s safety. 

“Nice dog,” he mumbled as he continued straightening out the wiper blades and moved toward the counter.  Rebecca paid the attendant, grabbed her hot coffee, and said her goodbyes. He mumbled again as she headed out the door. 

“Well, remember those roads are icy, and the weather reports a storm headed into the mountain area.”

“I will, don’t worry.”  

Rebecca missed home. She loved standing at the top of Heaven’s gate, taking in the awesome view of snow on the distant mountains. The colorful leaves of autumn, and the lush green valley that set directly below her family's cabin, yes, that was home.  

If the sky were clear enough, you could see the crystal-clear bay from the mountain.  Heaven’s gate was her father’s special place, the gateway to heaven, he called it, and he was so right.  

“Just a few more miles to go, Roxy, and we’ll be home.”

She yawned as she got back into the truck.  The snow slowly turned into rain as they got closer to home. The changeable weather of Oregon was sometimes hard to adjust to, but the sweet smell after the rain, well, that was still one of Rebecca’s favorite memories. 

Fall in Oregon, with its vast array of color and majesty, was breathtaking. It was an awesome feeling to rediscover its true beauty once again. It wasn’t that she didn’t like living in the city, but it was nothing compared to being back home. 

Rebecca had been driving for hours. The rain had finally stopped, and the sun appeared, casting a rainbow across the sky.

“Look at all those beautiful colors, Roxy.”

She only took her eyes off the road for a moment to admire the rainbow when suddenly she screeched the truck to a stop. Her heart was racing, and Roxy flew out of her seat.

“Are you ok, Roxy? That deer came out of nowhere,” she tried to calm herself, realizing that having gazed at the rainbow almost ended their life. 

“How stupid can I be?” she muttered under her breath, suddenly realizing where she was: home.  If it were not for the deer running out in front of her, she would have missed the old gravel driveway.

There were no big road signs like the city.  It was an old gravel-and-dirt road lined with wild purple flowers. There were even bright yellow and orange mums all still in bloom.  An old wooden mailbox sat on top of an old fence post right on the edge of the road. It looked a little battered, something she would have to fix for sure.  As a child, she had walked that path millions of times with Mason right behind her.  He would pick and choose the best wildflowers he could find. By the time their trek was done, she would be presented with a bouquet fit for a princess.  

The best times in her life were spent walking and talking with him on this pathway to her home.  She shivered as an overwhelming feeling came over her. She realized that this time he would not be there to share the moments with her, and yet somehow she felt his presence.  

Something inside of her made her feel as though he was there in the truck with her and Roxy. She knew it wasn’t possible, but she couldn’t seem to shake the eerie feeling. The old truck squeaked, thumped, and groaned as she drove it up the mountain, spitting stones everywhere in its path.  Her family’s log cabin had been creatively positioned into the side of the mountain just about halfway up.  Her father used to say that they lived halfway to heaven. There was a narrow path from the cabin to the mountaintop, and a small white picket fence lined the edge with a gate at the top. 

Rebecca’s father, Takoda, was a full Native American. He had told her a little about the reservation where he had resided as a child.

He told her of how he met her mother, and how they settled here in her family’s cabin at what her father called Heaven. 

Sometimes late at night, he would tell Rebecca stories about the Great Spirit that had led him to this so-called magical place. Some of the stories he told were hard to believe, but she knew that they were important to him. He made her promise to remember them, to tell them to her children, and to explain how important it was that these stories were remembered. These must be passed on from generation to generation. No one in our family should ever forget our heritage, he would say.

She was never sure how their mountaintop got the name "Heaven." She figured it had been her father who named it. Even if it wasn’t her father, it didn’t matter. She knew that its serene beauty and peacefulness must have been the reason for its special name.  One distinct memory of her father was of him building a campfire out back. He would sit crossed-legged on the ground, old Indian style. Then he would tell her and Mason tales that he said had been passed on from his father and grandfather.  Although there were quite a few stories, he would repeat them often until they both knew them by heart.

As they grew older, they would secretly laugh at the craziness of some of the stories, but her father believed every word was pure truth. His description of the tales was almost as if he had lived them himself.  She felt sad that she could not remember all of them, that, over the years, she had allowed some of them to fade from her memory. 

.......

Mason loved spending time with Takoda, listening intently to everything her father shared. All the while, he was secretly wishing that his stepfather would spend time like this with him.  Takoda was a talented carpenter by trade. Everyone in the town would come to him.  He could create the most beautiful furniture from old, broken trees on the mountain.  Mason watched him carefully, wanting to learn as much as he could.

One year, when Mason was probably about 10, he decided to surprise Takoda with a birthday present. 

Mason had carved a wooden plaque and nailed it to the gate at the entrance to Heaven. After that, her father changed the name from Heaven to Heaven’s Gate.

It wasn’t perfect, but Takoda bragged about the good job that Mason had done, and how the sign he had made was just right. He told him that one day he, too, would be a great carpenter. He told Mason that Heaven’s Gate was more than just a sign on a fence; it was an important part of their Indian heritage. The Great Spirit had given them this special gift, and they should never forget it. 

When one reached the flat top of the mountain, the sight that presented itself was beyond awesome.  During the summer, it would be covered in blossoming wildflowers, intermingled with heather, and the heavenly aroma of sweet lavender. The sweet smells would permeate every part of one’s body. It felt just like a blanket wrapped tightly around a newborn. It gave the feeling of security and peace. 

How many hours of daydreaming did she spend lying amid the flowers, gazing at the clouds, each one of them telling her a story?  During the winter, it would be covered with a blanket of snow. Deer prints could be seen for miles, the only sign of continuing life while everything else was asleep.  

On the darkest summer nights, when the sky was crystal clear and the stars shone their brightest, she and Mason would lie side by side in the field, wondering what the future held for them.  Mason would tease her. He would say that he was going to pick out the biggest stars and make a crown for her hair, or possibly a jeweled necklace fit for an Indian princess.  

......

Rebecca parked the truck next to the cabin. Roxy, excited to run, leaped out of the truck, almost knocking her over.  For some reason, the cabin looked old and small compared to the last time she had been there.  

“Well, Roxy, I am sure we will have to open up the windows and air this place out before we can sleep in here,” Rebecca said, as she yawned and stretched.  Roxy was too interested in chasing the local wildlife to pay any attention. 

“Leave that rabbit alone, Roxy, and don’t chase any skunks,” she yelled as she closed the truck door. 

At the sound of her voice, Roxy started running back at her, jumping up, almost knocking her to the ground. 

“Ok, good girl,” Rebecca stroked her head, glad she had responded and not run off at her first sign of freedom.  

Rebecca stood for a moment, breathing in the cold, fresh mountain air. It felt strange standing there alone. It had been extremely hard for her to return to this place. It was hard to believe that almost three years had gone by since her mother had passed away. Shortly after the funeral, her father just left abruptly, not telling her or anyone else in town where he was going. He had mentioned to her that he would like to return to his reservation, but she didn’t think he would leave without telling her. 

She had brief memories of her father taking her to a reservation as a child, but she had no idea where it was.  The local police seemed very hesitant to investigate her father’s disappearance. 

They told her that they had no reason to think there was any foul play. The local sheriff, who was also a close friend of her father, said Takoda was very distraught by Heather's death. He probably just needed time alone, he said, but how much time did he need, years? She had no word from him, no knowledge of where he was, or if he was even still alive. His disappearance was more than she could handle, especially now that Mason was gone.

It was like everyone she cared about and loved was disappearing from her life one by one.  

Her father had always been secretive about his comings and goings. Even as a child, she could remember times when he would disappear for days. 

Her mother never seemed worried about his occasional disappearances; it was like a dark secret that they shared, and she seemed to know that he would eventually return, and he always did.

Her mother would calm her by telling her he was hunting, but he never brought anything home. She could only hope that someday he would return, but the fact remained that the longer he was gone, the less chance there was of his returning. The worst part was that she needed his strong arms around her right now, and she had no way of finding him.  Her mother’s illness and death all happened too quickly.

For a long time, she had blamed herself for not being there for her father when he needed her most. He had asked her and Mason to come back home when her mother grew worse. She didn’t realize just how sick her mother was, and they had excuses. She had this new job in the city.  Mason was on active duty at the time, and they had just signed a year’s lease on their apartment. 

They were all superficial things, and she now regretted telling him it wasn’t convenient. Her father’s disappearance just filled her with more guilt. After everything, Mason tried to get her to sell the cabin, but she just couldn’t let it go. He was afraid that keeping the cabin and all the memories was adding to her pain. The mountain had been in her mother’s family for many years. There were too many good memories that she wasn’t willing to give up.

She kept telling herself that if her father did come back, he would need someplace to live.  If she sold it, where would he go, and he would be so angry that she had given up Heaven’s gate?  She would never give up hope that he would eventually come back home. Here she was again facing the dark shadows, the distant memories, and all the guilt once more.  

She forced herself to take another deep breath of the fresh mountain air, grabbed the handle of the cabin door, closed her eyes, and stepped inside her old home.
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Chapter Two
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THE CABIN WASN’T AS dirty as she thought it would be. It just needed some dusting, sweeping, and mopping; it would be good as new with a little elbow grease, as Mama would say. Soon enough, she would have it looking livable again.  

“Well, Roxy, it’s just you and me, but if I don’t go to the store, we’re gonna be mighty hungry. Can I trust you to be good while I am gone?” 

Roxy tilted her head as if to say, " Who me? Not good, are you kidding? Leaving Roxy alone in the house could mean disaster when she returned, but she also knew that taking her to the local grocery store would not be the best option either. Rebecca gave Roxy a stern look.

“Be good while I am gone,” she said as she grabbed the keys and headed out to the truck. It had been a while since she was home, so she had to be extra careful as she went down the winding road to the highway. 

Even though she was in a hurry, there were some sharp turns.  The gravel tended to shift, and the car would slide if you took it too fast. She didn’t want to end up in a ditch on the side of the road.  

The local store was about six miles down the road. It had a funny old red sign with Bundy’s Bounty right above the door.  Ted and Linda Bundy were the owners and proprietors of this establishment. It was also the only grocery outlet in the Hillcrest area.  

They had, at last count, six boys and two girls, if she was remembering right. Mason used to say it was a family of love because you had to be in love or be crazy to have that many kids.  She always thought his comment about the Bundys was funny because when they had discussed the possibility of babies entering their lives, well, he always said he wanted a dozen.  

She once asked him if he was crazy or in love. His reply to her was, " Crazy in love, baby, crazy in love.  He would dance her around the kitchen, twirling her around and around, telling her how cute she would be barefoot and pregnant.  Sadness suddenly swept over her, and she wondered if she would ever feel that kind of happiness again. 

She walked into the store and was promptly greeted by Lily, Bundy’s oldest daughter. Lily had long blond hair, layered and cut short around her face, and the most beautiful sea-blue eyes, something Becca had always been jealous of. She was taller than most girls and as thin as a rail. Most of the boys in town flocked around her because she was so different from all the other girls in town. Dr. Morehouse, the Brannigans, and the Bundys were probably the only ones in town who were not of Native American descent. 

“Oh my, Becca, is that you
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