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        For the soulmates who somehow find their way back to each other, no matter what the world throws their way.

      

      

      

      
        
        And for Sherry Strode. Without her, there’d be no Emily to push Abigail to take her second chance with Clay.
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      Clay Bedford was on top of the world.

      He was in his favorite place on Earth: back at home, in the heart of the Smoky Mountains. Gatlinburg was in full fall riot, colors of reds and golds bursting everywhere. Added to it, he had a full week without the stress of classes and professors, free of any worries or responsibilities. And, there was the reason he was so happy to be back home: a beautiful, raven-haired girl with a sweet smile. His Abigail.

      Yeah, Clay was on top of the world.

      At the moment, he was kicked back in the room of his childhood, clad in just his boxers, surfing the channels on the small television on his dresser. He had no immediate plans for the day, which-he felt-was exactly what school breaks were for. Clay entertained the idea of calling up a few of his old high school buddies who still lived in the area and dismissed it. He thought about hitting up his brother for a game or two of basketball down at the old playground, then he remembered his brother was on the night shift at the firehouse.

      Clay grinned. His brother had recently graduated from the fire academy and his new squad was eagerly putting him through the wringer. Colt would come home tired and, more than likely, in no mood to play ball. He’d likely bolt down some food before landing face down on his bed for a solid eight hours of rack time, then he would start all over again the next day.

      He was thinking about how easy it would be to head to the kitchen and sweet talk his mama into making him breakfast. It really took so little effort, he thought as he sat up and set his feet on the floor. One little mention of being hungry or looking for something to eat, and Grace Bedford would have her trusty cast iron skillet on the stove and filled with bacon and eggs for her firstborn son.

      God, it was great to be home.

      Clay was pulling the first shirt to come to hand over his head when his phone rang. Snagging it off the nightstand, he saw the name on the display and beamed.

      Abigail.

      “Good morning, beautiful.”

      “I need to talk to you,” she whispered. There was no sign of the usual flirty laughter in her voice at his greeting. She sounded worried or, more accurately, scared.

      “What’s wrong?” He asked, his playful mood vanishing. “Why are you whispering?”

      “I can’t let my parents hear me on the phone with you.” She hesitated for a moment before asking, “Can you meet me at the gazebo in Patriot Park in an hour?”

      “Abby, you’re scaring me.” Clay pushed to his feet and began to pace as worry set in. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I will,” she replied in a hoarse whisper, “In an hour. Patriot Park gazebo.”

      There was a click in Clay’s ear as she hung up the phone.

      

      Even though she’d said an hour, it had taken Clay less than ten minutes to be fully dressed and on his way after Abigail’s phone call. She, Clay knew, had a very different relationship with her parents than he did with his. Where Grace and Ray Bedford had always been loving and supportive, Adeline and Crawford Blanchard were the polar opposite. The Blanchards had felt the need to control Abigail’s every move, where Clay’s parents had let him have a life and make his own choices. Abby always seemed to worry about disappointing her parents with every little decision she made, whereas Clay knew he might get in trouble for something he’d done, but that his parents would still love him despite whatever boneheaded idea had landed him in hot water in the first place.

      He’d met Abigail’s parents on more than one occasion and he had to say, he wasn’t a fan. So much so he avoided interaction with them whenever he could. And, if he felt the way he did, what must it be like for Abby having to deal with them all the time?

      It was more than he’d be able to deal with, that’s for sure.

      Knowing her parents the way he did, Clay ran a thousand different scenarios through his mind as he paced the small space of the gazebo. With them, there really was no telling what was going on and why it had prompted the frantic phone call from Abby.

      When he saw her pull up in her little silver Honda, he trotted down the short steps of the gazebo to meet her and stopped short when he saw her face.

      “You’ve been crying.” He framed her face with his hands. “Abby, what’s going on?”

      “I think we should sit down.” She gave his wrists a brief squeeze before stepping back and walking towards the gazebo. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Is it your parents?”

      “In part, yes. Let me just tell this in one big swoop so I can get it all out at once.” She took a deep breath and looked Clay in the eye. “I took a pregnancy test today. Wait.” She held up a hand to stop him when he stood. “It was negative, but I’ve been feeling off lately.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn't want you to worry or stress in case it was nothing.”

      “Is that why you’re so upset, because it was negative?”

      “No, not at all. It’s my parents.”

      “Wait, you mean to tell me they know? They know you thought you were pregnant before I did?”

      “Clay, it’s not like that. It’s, well, apparently the receipt fell out of the drug store bag when I came home and my mom found it. She and my dad went ballistic. It’s been World War III at home.”

      “Do they even know you’re here with me right now?”

      “No,” Abby replied. “I just picked up my keys and left. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “Well, my mom found the receipt and went on the warpath. She tracked me down and made me take the second test with her standing outside the door, just so she can be sure it was negative. Ranting the whole time about how I was ruining my life. When my dad came home, it started all over again.”

      “You do realize you are a grown woman. You don't have to take the way they treat you.”

      “They will never let me be anything but this. It's the way it's been my whole life. I'm their only child. They’ve made it clear they will have their way in how my future is secured.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” Frustrated, Clay dragged a hand through his short hair as he began to pace again. “What does it mean for me and you? You know your parents don't approve of me, no matter how hard I work or how well I treat you. To them, I'm just some middle-class kid slumming it with their precious princess.”

      “You know it's not like that for me and I'm doing everything I can to get them to come around where you're concerned. But it's going to take time.”

      “Time?” Coming to an abrupt stop, Clay pinned Abigail down with a piercing look. “We’ve been dating for more than two years now. How much time do they need?”

      “I don’t know.” With a defeated shrug and a sigh, she stared at her hands. “They're set in their ways and they have very definite ideas on who I should be with and how my life should be. I can't just take nineteen years of ideas and expectations and change them overnight.”

      “Abby, if they haven't changed their mind about me by now, they're not going to. Face it, I'm never going to measure up where they're concerned, no matter how hard I work,” Clay said as he began pacing again before turning back to Abby. “I wish you would have told me about the possibility of you being pregnant. We could have worked it out together. There was no need for you to go through the stress and worry alone.”

      “I know.” Her face was crestfallen with the whispered words.

      “You couldn't trust me to step up and do what was right by you and the possibility of a baby?” Clay continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “That I wouldn't work my fingers to the bone to provide for you both? To work to make your life easier, to raise our child together? Do you really think so little of me or are your parents finally starting to rub off on you?”

      “What? No. God, no. I can never think the way they do. They're so narrow-minded.” Her hands  seemed to unconsciously clench and release, showing her nerves. “I just did what I thought was best in the moment. Looking back in hindsight, yes, I should have told you.” She continued to sit with her hands folded in her lap, tears in her eyes.”Are you disappointed?” she asked. “That we're not pregnant, I mean?”

      “Abby, I would love nothing more than to have a family with you one day.” He pinned her with his gaze, his expression serious. “Yes, we're young. Younger than I'm sure either of our families want. Hell, younger than I would like, but a baby with you would not be a bad thing.”

      Abby looked up at him, a small, sad smile wavering. “I'm not sure it’s ever going to have a chance to be,” she said, tears in her eyes. “My parents are not going to give up on this. They've threatened to pull me out of school, to send me to the other side of the country despite the fact I'm an adult and can make my own decisions. They hold all the power. They're paying my tuition, my boarding, everything.”

      “So get a job,” Clay exploded. “Work for it, get scholarships, apply for loans if you have to--”

      “You don't get it, do you?” she cried. “While I wait on those, I still have nothing. I have no money of my own, nothing to fall back on. If I lose the dorm, I'm out on the street. If I lose the tuition, I'm out of school. I have no skills to help provide me a living. In short, I’d be moving back home with the very people who made my life miserable to begin with.” She closed her eyes as she heaved a trembling sigh. “I’m not like you, Clay. I don't have a great family with loving parents who will do anything for me and just want to see me happy. I wish I did. I wish I did,” she repeated, opening her eyes to meet his, “but this is my reality. Two parents who have my future planned out. I feel I am trapped. I can't make a decision with regards to us. They won't let me.”

      “You know what,” Clay started, “I don't think you want the decision. I think you relish the fact your parents have all the control and you can just cruise along, doing what they say because it's easier. You don't want to stand on your own two feet like a grown adult. You don't want to make the decision to strike out on your own, to do what it takes to get your education and live your own life. To be with me.” He stopped, rubbed the back of his neck in agitation. “I don't understand it, Abby. I've never understood how you can let your parents treat you the way you do and not say a damn word about it. And I'm tired of trying. You have a decision to make. Or I should say your parents have a decision to make for you. School starts back soon. I'll be moving back into the dorms a few days early. If you don't come to see me before then, it'll be all the answer I need.”

      “Clay, wait please.”

      “No, Abby, I'm done waiting. I want a life with you, a future with you, but if you continue to let your parents direct the course of your life, I can’t be a part of it. Like I said, you have a decision to make.”

      With those parting words, Clay turned around and walked away.
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      In Gatlinburg, the sun rose as it did most mornings in late spring. It put on a show, with long spears of reds and golds shooting up from behind the purple mountain range. Lazy white clouds drifted over the tops of evergreen trees. The air was cool and clear, carrying the scent of pine and water, filled with the sound of the river as it snaked its way down the mountain. You could almost hear the water rushing over the rocks in the distance, accompanied by the birds chirping in the trees. With spring underway, shades of green were filling out tree limbs left naked over the winter. In the early morning, nature didn’t have to compete with the ebb and flow of people and traffic just yet. Everything was calm, quiet, and peaceful.

      To Clay Bedford’s way of thinking, it was the best way to start the day. Damn near perfect, in fact.

      He stood on his back deck with coffee in hand, clad in only the gray sweats he’d snagged off the floor from the night before. He leaned against the railing and watched the sun inch its way higher into the sky, shining its light down onto the Smokies. The mountains, where he not only lived but worked, were Clay’s personal heaven on Earth.

      The work, the mountains, were calling to him now.

      As a park ranger, Clay spent more time roaming the river beds, tree-laden rocks, the rugged hills than most people. He worked to protect the wildlife and to educate the people who came to his mountain to watch them. Some came to hike the trails, bike along the back roads, and soak in the majesty of the mountains. Others were folks who lived in the hustle and bustle of a big city, the ones who came to Gatlinburg-and the mountains-to reconnect with nature and disconnect from the chaos of life. Most were harmless enough. They just wanted to catch a glimpse of some wildlife, to admire the scenery, and go along their way. There were others who kept him and his fellow rangers on their toes.

      More than a time or two, he’d had to escort people out of the park for trying to get a little too close to nature. Such as the time a woman thought it’d be a brilliant idea to take her teenage son out to where a pair of bear cubs were playing in a field off the road in the middle of Cades Cove.

      Clay shook his head as he stepped back through the open sliding glass door, remembering how he pulled up to the site, and hoped he could get them all out before mama bear decided to make them all her lunch. The mother told Clay afterwards that she just wanted it to be a learning experience for her kid, a memory they could share for years to come. It had been one of those times he’d genuinely worried about the future of the human race.

      Some people just lacked the common sense God gave a goose.

      He smiled to himself as he narrowed the opening of the glass door just shy of closing. He loved his job, with all its quirks and craziness. Clay had known early on he’d wanted to do something that would allow him to work outdoors. He’d never seen himself following in the family tradition of becoming a firefighter as his brother had, and their father before him. He had nothing against the profession-his father and brother were damn good at what they did-but Clay felt it was too confining for his liking.

      He was a man of ruthless organization and structure, as was evidenced in the way he carefully washed his coffee cup, setting it on the sideboard to drain before wiping up the water droplets the task had left on the counter. Clay was, just like his younger sister Charlotte-Charlie to family and close friends-obsessively neat. Colt, his younger brother, just called him anal. But Clay felt better, more focused, when everything was in place and when things went according to plan. If those things made him obsessive or anal, well, so be it.

      The sound of the sliding glass door being nudged open, followed by the jangling sound of metal pieces clanking together, caught Clay’s attention. A smile spread over his face as a Golden Retriever trotted over to where he stood.

      “Hey, Sam.” Leaning over, Clay rubbed the dog behind the ears where Sam liked it best. “Have yourself a good run this morning?”

      The dog’s tail swished through the air as he enjoyed the attention.

      “I bet you’re ready for some breakfast,” Clay commented as he straightened. “Makes two of us.” With quick moves, Clay dumped a scoop of kibble into the bowl where Sam waited patiently. While the dog crunched on his breakfast, Clay decided to make his easy as well. He poured a bowl of cereal, splashed some milk over the top, and leaned against the counter to eat it.

      This was how Clay had started his mornings for more than two years now, ever since he’d brought Sam home from the rescue. Clay hadn’t intended on having a dog and probably wouldn’t if he hadn’t tagged along to the rescue with a friend. He’d felt dogs were messy, especially as puppies, and thought he didn’t have the time for one, but that day at the shelter had changed his mind. While his buddy was off taking care of the paperwork on the dog he’d chosen, Clay happened across a single Golden Retriever puppy. Sam had been all alone in his cage, his brothers and sisters long since adopted. He’d looked so sad, laying there with his face on his paws, his big brown puppy eyes watching as people continued to pass him by. Clay couldn’t help but go over to the front of the cage, squat down, and catch the dog’s attention. Sam had loped over, sat down in front of Clay, and put a paw on the chain-link of the cage. Stretching a couple of fingers through a spot in the fencing, Clay had given Sam a little scratch.

      Sam had ridden home with Clay thirty minutes later and they’d been the best of friends ever since.

      His dog was no ordinary dog, Clay thought as he watched the animal finish his breakfast. Once he’d been checked over by a vet and settled in at the house, Clay had signed him up for obedience training. The instructor had been so impressed by Sam, she’d suggested further training as a Search and Rescue dog. Clay had liked the idea, thinking Sam would be an asset at work if he passed the course and became certified.

      Sam had been part of the ranger station for a little over a year now. Unofficially, of course. He wasn’t on the payroll, unless you counted the dog treats Clay’s staff kept on hand.

      The dog accompanied Clay to work two to three times a week, keeping the guys in the station company or riding with Clay through the mountains. And there were times when someone was lost and Clay would come home to get Sam so they could follow the trail together. The rest of the time, Sam hung out at home, either sleeping on the big pillow in the living room or out chasing squirrels in the yard, depending on the time of year. Today was a yard day.

      Clay cleaned up his sparse breakfast dishes before heading off to shower and dress for the day.

      “All right, buddy. Let’s go outside.” Clay smiled as Sam trotted along beside him and waited calmly for the door leading to his fenced-in piece of yard to open. Leaning down, Clay gave Sam a brisk rub before telling him, “See you when I get home.”

      

      One of the things Clay loved most about being a park ranger was the fact he got to share his love of the mountains with people from all walks of life. He never knew who he was going to meet on any given day, or where they were visiting from. Doing his usual walk around the Sugarlands Visitors Center, he often saw people of many nationalities, heard the lyrical flows of different languages. He was glad they came to visit his mountains, to see their beauty and enjoy them as he did.

      The money they pumped into the local economy didn’t hurt either.

      The weather today was absolutely perfect for taking in the Smokies. Clear, blue skies with the occasional lazy cloud drifting overhead, the air-for now-was breezy and comfortable. Weather this pretty usually brought on crowds of tourists and locals alike. He was often stopped by people asking about the best places to hike or take photos. Very few of them ever called out to him by name, however, so the sound of it-the female voice laced with surprise-had him turning to seek out its owner.

      “It is you.”

      The voice, now much closer, came from his right. Clay turned and found himself face-to-face with Abigail Blanchard.

      “Abby.” It wasn’t surprise in Clay’s voice, but stunned shock at seeing her standing there, within arm’s reach, after all this time.

      “I’d say funny bumping into you here,” she began with a shy smile, “but the mountains were always your place. I see you did what you set out to do and made a career of it.” She pointed at his uniform. “Looks good on you.”

      “Yeah, I guess I did.” Feeling at a loss for words, Clay cleared his throat. “So, um, what are you doing here? Back for a visit?”

      “Not exactly.” Abby waved a hand to the trio of people standing a few yards away. “My friends are avid hikers and finally talked me into taking a weekend to go with them.” Turning back to Clay, the nerves started showing in her face. “Uh, how’ve you been?”

      “Not bad. You?” God, he thought, could this be any more awkward?

      “Can’t complain.” At the impatient male voice calling her name, Abigail turned her head and held up a finger to indicate she’d just be a minute. “I’ve gotta go, but it’s great to see you, Clay. Really.” When her name was called again, now more aggravated than impatient at this point, she simply gave Clay another small smile with a wave and headed back to her group.

      Clay watched as they walked away, narrowed his eyes when the taller man in her group gave him a look as he slid his arm around Abigail’s waist. Clay recognized the look, the one that said she’s taken, buddy, move along.

      It took everything he had to not go after the group, to give them hiking tips or recommend trails... anything, so he’d be in Abigail’s presence for a few more minutes.

      Luckily, a tourist approached, map in hand, and kept him from doing something stupid.

      This was the pattern for the rest of the day. When his thoughts strayed to Abigail, there was someone to ask about trails and waterfalls, or needing directions to a certain part of the park. He figured it was nature’s way of keeping him focused while he was on the job.

      Home, however, was a whole different matter.

      Clay went about his usual routine. He greeted Sam, took the retriever out into the yard for some fetch time, and the pair headed into the house to grab a drink before they headed to his mom’s house for their semi-weekly dinner.

      Sam seemed to sense his owner was deep in thought. The dog did something he rarely did, which was to go to where Clay stood and lean his head into his human’s leg.

      “Yeah, buddy, I’m feeling a little out of sorts tonight. Want to know why?” At the tone in Clay’s voice, Sam sat and tilted his head. “I ran into somebody today. Somebody I haven’t seen in a long time.”

      Clay grabbed a glass, poured soda over ice, and looked down to where his dog sat, ears perked up and his pink tongue lolling out of his mouth.

      “I’ve never told you about Abigail.” Turning his attention back to drink, Clay kept talking. “She was amazing when she wasn’t being controlled by her parents. Had the best smile, the biggest laugh. She was beautiful. Still is. She was smart, too. We could talk about pretty much anything for hours.” With a sigh, Clay reached over to toss the empty can into the recycling bin before glancing over at Sam again. “She was the one who got away.”

      Sam’s only response was to wag his tail and tilt his head in the opposite direction.

      “I’ll have to tell you more about her sometime. But for now,” he said, raising his glass in a mock toast, “we’d better get ready to go. Mom isn’t happy with us when we’re late to dinner.”
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      Dinner at the Bedford house was never a quiet affair. It didn’t matter if there were five people or fifty, there were multiple conversations happening at once, usually with people talking over each other from opposite ends of the table. Plates and bowls were passed without thought, the giver and receiver barely noticing as food moved up and down the table.

      Tonight’s dinner was no exception.

      Grace had gone all out, with help from Mema, on the evening’s meal. There was a favorite for everyone on the table’s surface. Golden fried chicken, creamy mashed potatoes with smooth brown gravy. Fluffy biscuits that poured steam when they were split in half. Green beans, fried squash, and carrots, all from last year’s garden.

      And, Clay had it on good authority, one of Mema’s coveted apple pies was cooling on the counter in the kitchen. He definitely would not go home hungry. In fact, he rarely left without a plate for the following day’s lunch.

      Clay considered dinner with his family one of the biggest perks of living close to home.

      “So, Amy,” Grace began. “Have you made any decisions about the wedding?”

      “I think so,” Amy nodded, smiling over at Colt. “Your son told me as long as he didn’t have to wear pink, he’d be down for pretty much anything.”

      “Oh?” Sliding her eyes over to where her middle child sat, working his way through a pile of mashed potatoes. “And what colors did you decide on?”

      “Purple, green, and ivory.”

      “Pretty.” This from Charlie, who sat across from her brother. She shot Colt a wicked grin. “I bet you’ll look real cute in a lavender tux.”

      “Shut up,” he muttered, aiming a look at his fiancee. He couldn’t help but smirk when he saw she was fighting back laughter. “We agreed on ivory suits, thank you very much.”

      “With purple ties.”

      Clay watched, grinning, as Amy tried everything to bite her tongue as Colt’s gaze went back to his plate.

      “See?” Charlie repeated. “Pretty.”

      “You better be glad I can’t punish you the way I did when we were kids,” Colt told his sister with a narrowed gaze before pointing his fork at her round midsection. “The munchkin saved your life.”

      “I’ll have you know --” Charlie started, her humor disappearing as she geared up for an argument.

      “Speaking of the munchkin, how are you feeling lately?” Grace aimed a steely look at her youngest son before turning her attention back to her daughter.

      “Not bad. Huge, but overall, feeling pretty good.”

      “No pain, heartburn, anything?”

      “Nope. We went to the doctor earlier this week and she said everything looks great.”

      “You look wonderful,” Amy added. “And anything but huge.”

      “Thanks, but there are days where I’m afraid I’d have to disagree.” Chuckling, Charlotte picked up a drumstick, gave it a little wave. “And I can’t even blame it all on the baby.” Laughter rang out around the table as the mom-to-be bit into the chicken leg with gusto.

      “You’re awfully quiet over there, Clay.” Ray eyed his son over the brim of his glass as he sipped his sweet tea. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, fine. Just listening to all the changes happening around here.” Sipping from his own glass, Clay slid his eyes from his father to his mother and back again before setting his drink back down on the table. “I did run into someone today, though. Kind of threw me for a loop.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Grace passed the basket of biscuits to Colt without missing a beat. “Who would that be?”

      “Abigail Blanchard.”

      The contented chatter around the table fell to near-deafening silence.

      “As in…” Lowering the drumstick in slow motion to her plate, Charlotte just stared, wide-eyed, at her older brother.

      “Abby, yes.”

      “Wow,” she breathed.

      “Had to be a surprise, seeing her after all this time,” Grace murmured.

      “More like a punch in the gut.” This came from Colt, who sat eyeing his brother.

      “To say the least.” Nodding, Colt turned his attention back to his plate and discovered he didn’t have much of an appetite left. No one spoke for several long seconds.

      “So, um...” Hesitating, Charlotte wiped her hands on her napkin. “Did you talk to her? How did she look?”

      “I hope she has gray hair and warts on her face.” Mema, who had sat uncharacteristically silent through dinner, shoved her plate away from her. Faces with expressions ranging from amused to disapproving aimed in her direction. She shrugged them off as she continued. “Girl took off without a word, not so much as a see you later. Stayed gone, too, didn’t she? Broke our boy’s heart. Now she wants to mosey back into town, pretty as you please, like nothing's happened? No, sir.” Pointing a gnarled arthritic finger in Clay’s direction, Mema gave him the eye. “Don’t you be fooled by her pretty face again, ya hear me?”

      “Mema,” Clay laughed shortly. “We talked for all of about sixty seconds. I don’t even know if I’ll see her again.”

      “Baloney.” The pointing finger moved into a dismissive wave of the hand. “She’ll find you if she wants to. It ain’t hard, if you know where to look.”

      “True.”

      “So, like I said. Don’t you be fooled by her pretty face again. You deserve explanations and answers. And if nothin’ else, an apology. Even if it’s just for not letting you stand by her and help her with those assholes she has for parents.”

      “Mama.” Ray’s voice was scolding.

      “No, Dad. She’s right.” Clay met his grandmother’s eye, noted the lift of a single, thin eyebrow. He understood what she was telling him. Other than Colt, she was the only person who was aware of the details of his last encounter with Abigail. “You have my word, Mema. I’ll be sure to get explanations and answers from the pretty face if I get the chance.”

      “Good,” she declared, pushing her small body from her seat at the table. “Now, who’s ready for dessert?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At home later that night, Clay’s mind
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