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CHAPTER 1
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A SERIES OF DARK, EERIE shadows quickly replaced the late afternoon’s glittering shafts of sunshine. Now it seemed as if all the stately oak and pine trees were merging in a conspiracy to keep Gregory prisoner in the forest until the next morning. 

He hastened the search for the rest of the scattered belongings on the banks of the stream and surrounding areas and quickly stashed the last of the still-wet brushes and half-empty tubes of paint into the jam-packed, tattered canvas bag. For good measure, he surveyed the area one last time, to make certain he hadn’t forgotten anything. Not seeing anything but grass and rocks, he slung the strap across his shoulder and chest. 

The frayed strap bit into the soft skin of his throat, but the pain didn’t register. An immobilizing panic chased away all other thoughts as soon as they tried to settle into his normally sharp brain. The two thoughts that were most prevalent were whether or not he was going to have to spend the night in a dark forest with hungry bears, and if it was possible to die from starvation after only a day without food. 

“The cabin can’t be that far away. I’m almost certain I only crossed over a couple of hills to get here.” He repositioned the strap and studied the area as far as the hilly landscape would allow.

“I’m almost positive I came across that hill, and when I saw the stream I stopped to sketch it.” It only took one quick glance over his shoulder to make Gregory slowly spin around to reconsider which hill he had crossed to reach the stream. “Or was that one?”

An enormous, gray squirrel jumped and crashed into some low hanging branches of a nearby oak. The thrashing branches frightened a flock of black birds that had been resting there and they all flew out in a loud protest of angry squawking and wings flapping. This chain reaction of noises surprised Gregory so much he jumped backward and stumbled into a boulder. After a couple of quick slides and painful bounces, he finally landed onto his backside into the dusty, red clay of the forest floor. 

Gregory stayed motionless on the ground, staring at the small portions of sky that could be seen between the overhanging branches. Even after overcoming the surprise of the fall, he took a moment to check to make certain nothing was broken before trying to stand again. It only took a couple of seconds to see the only thing wounded was his pride. The only real difference was that he was now covered from head to toe in the red Tennessee clay. The first thing he did was to shake it out of his hair and then he dusted it from the seat of his shorts. It seemed as if the dirt had found a new home, so he gave up and went back to trying to remember the direction of the summer cabin.

“The smartest thing to do is to think about it in reverse. I crossed over this stream and climbed over a huge pile of rocks. I then climbed down a steep hill that had pine trees covering the face of it.” The grim reality of his situation set in the moment he looked around once again at all the identical hills. “Every single one has the same pine trees and rocks on it. If you’ve seen one pine tree and rock, you’ve pretty much seen them all.”  

The squirrel took another flying leap through the trees and finally landed on a nearby limb. Gregory and the squirrel eyed each other, and once the squirrel decided Gregory was harmless, it settled in and chewed on a half-rotten walnut. 

The disgusting nut reminded Gregory of the pecan pancakes at breakfast and in response, his stomach growled. With some difficulty, he tried not notice the empty sounds of grumbling. Since he had company, why not ask for some much needed advice?

“Which way do you think I should go?”  

The squirrel paused, twitched, and then went back to chewing.

The silence of the woods registered now that his mind wasn’t occupied with painting or sketching. 

“Traffic noises, kids playing, anything would be nice to hear right now. Even Dad screaming at me might be nice. Of course, silence is better than bears growling or wolves howling. I’ll take silence over the sound of hungry animals any day of the week.” After turning in three complete circles and still not recognizing anything familiar, he faced the setting sun. “I’m going to head west.”  

The squirrel gave a chattering reply. 

“You didn’t have a clue earlier. Don’t try to give me advice now. I have made my mind up.”

The squirrel went back to chewing.

“Besides, if I’m wrong, I can always backtrack.”

Gregory swallowed down the rising bitter bile that had been caused by fear and he took the first steps in rescuing himself.

It didn’t take long to find out that the trek through the dense underbrush was going to be difficult.

The walk to the stream this morning wasn’t this hard. 

“Shut up. It only seems harder because I wasn’t hungry and tired then. I’m going in the right direction.”

Are you certain?

“You should have been more helpful earlier if you think you know so much now.”

You don’t have a clue, do you?

“Get off my back. I’m going to think about something besides being lost. Orange soda sounds good. A big, chocolate candy bar with almonds sounds even better. I know, orange soda and the chocolate candy bar with almonds.”

That is great, smart guy, think about food when you don’t have any. Now you’re hungry.

“If I can’t think about eating or spending the night in the forest, what can I think about?”

You’re so smart. You tell me.

The sun was setting, but the air in the thick underbrush and trees was still hot and sticky. A thin layer of sweat was now covering Gregory from head to toe. The mosquitoes must have liked the scent because they were now buzzing around his face and neck and biting his bare legs. At first, he tried taking the time to swat the pesky insects away, but after a while, he was too tired to worry about them.

When an enormous fallen trunk stopped Gregory’s struggle up a steep incline, he took a moment to wipe away the sweat and swat some more mosquitoes before climbing over the trunk and pressing on. Gregory stayed focused on his feet and the ground because he was afraid that focusing on the top of the hill would be discouraging if he knew how much farther the climb was going to be. It was getting darker and darker and he could sense the little daylight was slipping away too fast. The most important thing was to keep moving before it got too dark to see anything.

After finally crossing and reaching the bottom of the steep hill, Gregory headed into a densely wooded area of trees and underbrush. The area was made even harder to navigate through because it was covered with an unusually thick layer of dead branches and leaves. About half way into the cropping, a hidden tree root caught the toe of his shoe. The fall happened so fast he didn’t have time to brace himself. On the way down, his leg scraped up against the sharp point of a protruding branch. The jagged tip dug in and took off the skin from his ankle up to the fleshy part of his bare calf. It only stopped then because it got tangled into the threads of the hem of his shorts.

“Blast it all!”

Gregory snatched the branch out of the loose threads, and as he did, the hem unraveled. 

“Okay. I’m in real trouble now. I’ve torn my brand new shorts. I’m officially a dead duck.” It would have been easy to give up and stay where he was for the rest of the night, but something in him prodded him onward and upward. He crawled over to a nearby fallen tree trunk and sat to examine the seeping wound. “At least I’m not going to bleed to death. Of course, the wound could become infected and my leg could rot off.” Gregory smacked the side of his head for even considering something so awful. “Quit making new things to worry about. Just look for something to clean the blood off so the mosquitoes don’t have something else to come after.”

Even after pulling every pocket inside out, he couldn’t find anything to use to stop the blood flow. He then searched through the canvas bag and finally found a wadded up tissue stuck between a sketchbook and a boxed set of colored artist pencils. The used tissue had dried flakes of paint and streaks of charcoal covering just about every square inch of it.

“Dad probably wouldn’t use this nasty thing on a wound.”

Quit thinking about Dad. You’re twelve years old. You are way too way too old to need Daddy for everything. You thought you were too old to wait for him come with you when you went out exploring the forest by yourself, so suck it up and do what you have to do.

Gregory cleaned up the best he could with the dirty tissue and then used it to try and wipe the dried streaks of blood from between his fingers.

“Not going to happen.”

Not wanting to litter, he leaned backward and slipped the soiled tissue into a pocket. Unfortunately, as he did so, he made the mistake of looking at the sky. 

“There are already stars out. It will be pitch-black soon.”  

Crap.

“It is nothing to worry about.”

Double crap.

Before fear had a chance to take over, he stuck the blood smeared tissue into his shorts pocket and stood. “The sun goes down and the moon comes up. See. Problem solved.”

Triple crap.

Ever since he could recall, people had told him he had a great memory for details.

So why can’t I remember something useful when I need to? 

He cursed, and when that failed to relieve the stress, he screamed. “I’m lost and I’m potential bear food! Mother wolves are out there right now sizing me up to see if I’m big enough to feed all of the cubs or not!”  

His hysterical screams frightened several birds which had settled down to roost for the night. They complained loudly before flying off into the night. 

Gregory listened to the birds until they could no longer be heard. Once again, the woods were quiet and spooky. He sighed but squared his shoulders. “Cursing and screaming didn’t help. I’m still lost and still hungry.” Gregory reached down, grabbed the canvas bag, and slung it on. “I’m in trouble. Big, big trouble. I’m totally lost. This day can’t get any worse.”

I’m going to be grounded until I’m thirty for leaving the cabin without permission, and if Dad knew I was out here cussing, I would be grounded until my grandchildren were thirty. Dad has been extremely serious about his parenting duties lately.

Nothing had been the same since his mother’s death. Not that Gregory wanted to think about that right now.

Instead of focusing on how dark it was getting, Gregory straightened his backpack and then wiped the sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his dirty tee shirt. “I’m not going to think about food, spending the night with the bears, or about Mom dying, especially about Mom dying.” There were enough problems already without thinking about his life without her. “You can do this. I know you can.” He kicked at and missed a fallen branch. “So what if I have to spend the night out here by myself? What is the worst thing that can happen? I’m not going to starve and the brown bears aren’t going to eat me. There is no point in being afraid of the dark.”

The trees appeared to be creeping in inch by inch. He thought there might be a pair of eyes that were shining about twenty feet away, and there were noises Gregory couldn’t identify.

“Don’t cry. Only babies cry when they get scared.”

Gregory scouted back to where he had tripped to figure out in which direction to continue, since there wasn’t a setting sun toward which to head. However, only a few minutes into the walk, a muffled sob echoed through the trees and back to him. The sound bounced around so many times he couldn’t decide from which direction it had originated or if it was human or animal. To hear without the sound of crunching leaves interfering, he stopped and listened.

“I didn’t make that sound.” He waited to see if the sound had been a whimper, cry, growl, or howl, but nothing happened. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t cause that sound.” The forest was silent except for the sound of crickets chirping. “Maybe it was me and the echo was just bouncing around from tree to tree”

Gregory pulled the canvas bag closer and focused on the ground. He didn’t want to see the glowing eyes accidentally again. With the light now almost nonexistent, he paid attention to every step so as not to trip on another root.

When the soft sobbing began again, he stopped and listened. “It sounds like a baby crying.” Gregory peered into the gloom, but didn’t seeing anything. “A baby wouldn’t be out here. If it isn’t a baby, what could it be?”

After listening again and nothing happening, Gregory worried that it might be an animal following him, getting ready to pounce.

“Is anyone out there?” The moment Gregory saw the child, his heart almost stopped completely. “Someone please tell me this isn’t happening.”  But, Gregory rushed over to help anyway.

The little girl appeared to be exhausted and frightened. Her red hair was a mass of tangles with briars entwined throughout. Her face was streaked with tears and grime, and her nose was running. 

With tear-brimmed green eyes, the young girl watched with caution as Gregory came near. When he stopped a few feet away, she gave a small, tentative smile that looked as if it might collapse without the least provocation. 

Gregory knew the second the lost girl decided he was her savior. 

The voices in his brain screamed. 

What are you going to do? You can’t save yourself. How are you going to save her?

He smiled and silently told the voices to shut up.

“Hello. Are you lost?”

She sniffed and nodded. Huge green eyes appraised Gregory’s worth.

The voices refused to be quiet. 

What did I do to deserve this?

However, Gregory was smart enough not to let on that he was just as lost as she was. In twelve years, he had learned a few things and he suspected there might be pandemonium if she knew the truth of the situation. 

“My name is Greg. What is your name?” 

If she starts crying again, I’m done for.

He knelt down to her eye level, but he kept the canvas bag pressed against his chest for support. 

“Don’t cry. It’s okay. I’ll find your mom and dad.”

Without warning, the lost girl lunged and almost knocked Gregory down. He didn’t have any choice but to finally drop the bag after she locked her arms around him. 

“Don’t be scared. It’s okay.”  

The voices continued to nag.

Don’t tell her that you’re lost too. She’ll never stop crying.

He was older. Surely, he could find his way out of the forest. 

Don’t panic.

A mosquito buzzed the little girl’s face so he swatted it away.

I hate insects, bears, wolves, and darkness. I’m never leaving the city again. 

His stomach growled. 

And to top it all off, I’m hungry.

The pancakes and sausages wolfed down at breakfast were now just a fading memory. 

She has to be hungry too. I want Dad. He would know exactly what to do. I wish I had listened and not come out here. He told me to wait until he got back from grocery shopping and then we would both go exploring together.

Gregory pulled back. “What is your name? You can tell me.”  

She sniffled and screwed her face into a thoughtful expression.

Gregory untangled her arms from around his neck, stood, gathered his belongings, and waited for the answer. After getting the canvas bag situated, he took her hand and gave an encouraging smile. 

She let out a long, weary sigh, and then hiccupped. “Mary Elizabeth. My mommy doesn’t know I went outside.”  

Mary Elizabeth screwed her face into a tight knot again, but this time, it wasn’t a thoughtful expression, but one that was loaded with tears.

Gregory squeezed the dirty, chubby hand. “It’s okay.”

She sniffed, but didn’t cry as expected. “Daddy went to town to get some milk for Jeany.” Mary Elizabeth paused to draw in a ragged breath. “Jeany is my new baby sister. Mommy was changing her diaper and she told me to watch Annette. But Annette was watching cartoons and I saw the pretty flowers. Mommy likes flowers. They make her smile.” She gave a watery giggle. “Daddy gives Mommy flowers all the time. He always tells her that pretty flowers are for a pretty lady.” She bobbed her disheveled head. “Mommy always laughs when he says that so I know she likes flowers.”

Gregory grinned and then Mary Elizabeth grinned as well. Her entire face brightened and a deep set of dimples appeared out of nowhere.

“So you went to pick your mom some flowers. How did you get so far away from your mom and sisters?”

The dimples disappeared as her chin quivered.

The voices chastised Gregory. Are you completely stupid? You made her cry again.

But, a miracle occurred and the threatened tears didn’t come. “I picked the flowers by the porch, but there were some pretty yellow ones out at the edge of the trees. As soon as I picked those flowers, I saw these white ones.” The little girl held out the bouquet of dead and wilted weeds and wild flowers. “When I went to take them to Mommy, I couldn’t find her.” Mary Elizabeth’s hand dropped and she puckered up again to cry. “Mommy is going to be mad. I’m supposed to be watching Annette.”

Gregory leaned forward to be at eye level with her again. “Your mom isn’t going to be mad.”

She sniffed and studied Gregory for several long, uncomfortable moments. “You promise?”

Gregory swallowed past a lump and crossed his fingers out of sight behind his back. “I promise.”

The voices returned with a vengeance. You can’t promise what you don’t know.

The serious expression on Mary Elizabeth’s face made Gregory forget the nagging voices.

“My daddy says a person should never break a promise.”

Gregory tried not to think about of the broken promise made to his dad that morning. He took Mary Elizabeth’s hand and made a silent vow to keep any future ones made. “Your daddy is right. A promise is a sacred vow. I will never break mine.”

They walked in silence for a long time. It was no longer a question of when it was going to be dark, because it was there and it was almost impossible to see anything, but Gregory wasn’t ready to give up. 

I have to get Mary Elizabeth to her mom and dad.

The normal sounds of the forest were absolutely frightening at night. Gregory finally had to shut off the part of his brain that wanted to question if a sound was a growl or if it was the wind whistling through the trees.

It is nothing. Don’t think about what might be following us. Just think about what you’re going to eat for supper when we finally make it back. Don’t think about if we are going to be a meal for a bear. Brown bears don’t eat people. I think I read that somewhere.

It was a relief when Mary Elizabeth interrupted the thoughts of what a bear’s preferences were for food.

“Greg.”  

She sounded even smaller in the darkness. 

“I’m hungry.”  

He heard the quiver in her voice so he squeezed her hand in an attempt to be reassuring. It was too dark to see if she was tuning up to cry again.

“Come on. Let’s hum. My mom used to tell me that humming can lift a sad spirit.”

That caused Mary Elizabeth to giggle. “My dad tells Mommy she can’t carry a tune in a bucket. I don’t know why she wants to carry a tune in a bucket, but it makes her laugh. When she sings louder, it makes Daddy laugh too.”

The childish giggle was a happy addition to the oppressive darkness.

“Hey, we’ll sing something your mom sings.”

After a couple of false starts that ended into high pitched giggles, Mary Elizabeth slowly hummed an off key version of Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star. Gregory listened to the cheery sound for a moment before joining in. 

The silly song made Gregory think of his mother and the nights when she came to his room to find out why he was crying. She would listen to the hysterical tales about the monsters that were hiding in the dark corners of the bedroom, and she would turn the lights on so he could see there weren’t any real monsters in the room. She would then lie next to him, rub the hair from his temple, and quietly hum until he fell asleep. 

Back then, Gregory thought that the song had chased away the monsters, but after his mother's death, he discovered the truth. The miracle in his life had been her love, and it had been what had safeguarded him against the terrors of the unknown. And here in the dense forest, during his greatest hour of need, Gregory could sense the security of her presence again. For a moment, he thought he felt her brush the hair from his temple, but in his heart, he knew it had to be a breeze instead.

We’re going to be okay. You have never let me down before and I know you won’t now. 

After a valiant attempt at keeping pace with Gregory, Mary Elizabeth lagged behind. When he noticed that she was having difficulty, he picked her up to carry her. She rested her head on his shoulder but continued humming. The humming created soft puffs of air that tickled, but in a strange way, was sort of reassuring. 

Her mom and dad must be crazy not knowing if she’s okay or not. I’m glad I found her. She would have been alone out here. At least now, we have each other. It would be great if she didn’t weigh four hundred pounds. My arms are beginning to kill me.

He managed to carry her over several more hills before having to finally admit defeat and set her down again.

“Can you walk a little farther? We’ll be home soon.”

I hope.

“I’m sleepy. Mommy likes to read me a story at bedtime. Do you think my Mom and Dad are looking for me?”

“I know they are. This is a big forest, though, so we will look for them while they’re looking for us. You too tired to walk?”

Gregory could see the exhaustion even in the darkness, but she shook her head.

Maybe I should find us a safe place to rest until morning.

A few feet away, a branch crashed to the ground. The loud sound caused her to squeal and jump closer. He gave her hand a squeeze to be reassuring. “Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Bears. Definitely bears.

“Okay, let’s go. As soon as my arms are rested, I’ll carry you again. We’ll get you back so your mom can read that bedtime story to you.”

You keep making promises you don’t know if you can keep or not.

They set out into the total darkness again. Gregory held Mary Elizabeth’s hand and they never stopped humming. Sometimes, the tune became breathless or almost nonexistent while struggling over the steep hills, or the notes were sucked in or squeezed out when an unexpected noise surprised them, but then the humming became louder as if that would frighten away the unknown. 

Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star didn’t sound like the same happy tune when they finally emerged out of the forest and onto a dirt road. It took a moment before Gregory realized that the area wasn’t just another plateau. To make certain, he knelt and grabbed a handful of dirt and gravel. The realization that they were getting closer to civilization made him jump into the air and let out a loud hoot. He grabbed Mary Elizabeth into a tight hug. 

“This is it!”  

Mary Elizabeth wiggled out of the stranglehold and grinned at Gregory’s excitement. “Are we home?”

The silly question tickled Gregory. “Not yet, but it won’t be long. This road should take us there. We just need to decide which way to go. What do you think?”  

They stood in the middle of the road and peered into the darkness. The road curved back into the trees in both directions. It really didn’t look any more inviting than the forest had been.

Maybe it doesn’t go anywhere and the two of us are going to be stuck out here forever.

Gregory hit the side of his head.

You are really getting on my nerves with all this pessimism.

Gregory heard the noise, but thought it was his ears ringing from the smack on the side of the head. The lights made him pull Mary Elizabeth out of the road. 

I’m going to eat scrambled eggs and toast; lots of butter and grape jelly on the toast and a whole pile of bacon. I’m going to tell Dad how sorry I am for breaking my promise. I hope he knows how much I love him. If he doesn’t, I’m going to tell him every single day of the rest of my life.

A small truck stopped on the road next to them and a large man unfolded out of it.

“Well, I’ll be. The two of you are certainly a sight for sore eyes. Did you know that there are helicopters and rescue teams combing the entire East Ridge? I guess it is a good thing I was going back to base camp to refuel. Here you are standing by the side of the road just as big as day.” The ranger knelt. “A little tired, scratched up, and hungry it looks like, but you’re safe now. That is the most important thing.”

The kindness in his voice was Mary Elizabeth’s undoing. She lurched and threw her arms in a stranglehold around the kneeling man’s neck. The attack rocked the stunned man backward a few inches, but he overcame the surprise and patted her back.

“I guess you are just about all done in, aren’t you, sweetheart? Let me radio this in so your parents can stop worrying about you.” The ranger eyed Gregory over the mess of tangled hair. “Are you hurt, son?”

Gregory shook his head in a denial. The pain from the scratch on his leg was long forgotten over the excitement of being rescued. He would have liked nothing more than to throw himself at the ranger too, but instead, he pulled the canvas bag closer and grinned like a maniac. 

We are going home now. This could have turned out to be a disaster, but we’re going to be all right.

He felt the tears, but he blinked to keep them from falling. He wasn’t going to embarrass himself in front of Mary Elizabeth or the ranger.

I’m going to miss the kid. She is okay for a girl, but she deserves to be taken care of by an adult now. She doesn’t have to be scared or hungry any more.

“We’re both fine, sir. We’re just tired and hungry. Mary Elizabeth is worried that her mom is going to be mad. I sort of promised that she wouldn’t be.” He tried to convey his concern to the ranger without saying it out loud. The ranger stood with Mary Elizabeth still in the safety of his arms. He touched Gregory’s shoulder.

“I’m certain that Mary Elizabeth’s mom won’t be angry. I can almost guarantee it.”

He winked and Gregory nodded. For the first time in hours, he felt light and worry free, and more than happy to follow the ranger and Mary Elizabeth to the vehicle. No more life and death decisions to make. It was liberating.

I’m not sure I ever want to be an adult if it is like this. It is too hard; too much responsibility.

Once in the truck, Gregory leaned his head back and closed his eyes while the ranger informed everyone about finding them. Gregory was almost in a dream state as he listened to the excitement over the radio that the news stirred. He would have fallen asleep during the drive to the Wilderness Station, but the news of their rescue continued blaring on the radio the entire trip. Even upon arriving at their destination, Gregory was too tired to be interested in the new surroundings. 

They both sat in eager anticipation as the kind ranger cooked a huge assortment of food. The warmth of the cozy station and the smells of food seemed like heaven after the hours in the forest.

Gregory was almost finished with a third helping of cheese sandwiches when a feeling of being watched caused him look over toward the doorway of the kitchen. His father was on the other side of the room leaning on the door facing him.

He had that look once before. It was there the day of Mom’s burial. He’s trying not to cry. If he cries, I will too. Don’t do it, Dad. I can’t cry in front of Mary Elizabeth. She feels safe now. I can’t take that feeling away from her.

Gregory’s concern must have shown because his father nodded and smiled. “You okay?”

Gregory tossed the cheese sandwich down and ran across the room. He dove at his dad.

I finally made it home.

Gregory heard rather than saw Mary Elizabeth’s parents when they came storming into the kitchen. The little girl was already lost in the circle of her mother's and father’s arms by the time Gregory’s father released him. 

After both parents were satisfied that Mary Elizabeth wasn’t injured, the father crossed the room to Gregory. The dirty four-year-old grinned from the safe circle of her father’s arms.

Gregory had to lean back to get a clear view of the tall man’s face.

“Mary Elizabeth tells me that you are the one to thank for keeping her safe tonight.” 

The lanky man was so different from his own father. His hair was long and pulled into a slick ponytail. He was at least a foot taller and several years younger.

Her father stopped long enough to kiss her amidst of the mass of red tangles and briars. “I don’t know how to thank you. If you ever need anything...” He stopped to compose himself. “You call me. I mean, anything you need.”

Mary Elizabeth wiggled from his arms to stand in front of Gregory. He could still see the clean pathways where earlier tears had cleaned away the grime from the scattered freckles. 

“Greg?” 

Her serious tone made Gregory take a step backward toward the safety of his father. He tried to cover his embarrassment when she took a chubby hand and wrapped her small, grimy fingers around his, but Gregory could feel his face flush hot anyway. 

“Greg.”  

“Yes?”

“Will you marry me when I’m grown like my mommy?”

Gregory couldn’t suppress a gasp that sounded loud in the now-quiet station. 

You just walked all night through a national forest with a four-year-old. Now isn’t the time to panic. 

He risked a quick glance at his father, but discovered the only support his dad offered was a shrug. 

Face it. You’re on your own.

“Please wait for me.”

The middle of Gregory’s chest ached with a feeling he had never experienced before, but he was far too young at twelve to label or explain what it was. There was so much trust in Mary Elizabeth’s eyes, he was afraid he couldn’t refuse the simple request. 

The entire room was filled with adults who were smiling as if it was the sweetest scene they had ever witnessed. 

Gregory closed his eyes and tried to shut out everyone else and their expectations of him. He wanted to think of the best answer to give to Mary Elizabeth’s serious question.

There really isn’t any doubt about what you have to do.

After reopening his eyes, Gregory focused on Mary Elizabeth. “If you want me to wait, I promise I will.”

She stood on tip toes and placed a small kiss on his cheek. He knew it was a seal on his promise. “A promise is a sacred vow, Greg.”

For the first time that night, he was certain of something. “As my sacred vow to you, I promise to wait.”
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