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      The Promise Point

      

      A solemn promise made ten years ago. Ten years to the day.

      

      Payton waited in a deserted park in Pittsburgh. An historic area at the intersection of three rivers that went from Fort Duquesne to Fort Pitt to the beautiful city park of today.

      

      Would social distancing break a date set ten years ago? Or was there another reason for Richard not being there?

      

      A heart-warming and timely story by best-selling author Kathryn Kaleigh.

      

      Moonlight Stroll

      

      Southern belle Jasmin Laurent met a stranger at a ball. A tall, dark, and handsome man who immediately charmed her.

      

      But Jasmin’s father had betrothed her to a man nearly twice her age. A betrothal that sat on her shoulders like a death sentence.

      

      Surely a moonlight stroll, though improper for a lady of her status, would do no harm. After all, she would soon be bound to another.

      

      A charming short story in the Civil War Southern Belle historical romance series. The Early Years.

      

      Illinois Time Whispers

      

      Isla Maslow’s life detoured down a path she never could have anticipated.

      

      Even as she attempts to trudge forward, the past still haunts her.

      

      Would the magic of the Mississippi River help her find the answers she seeks?

      

      A Rainy Thursday Morning

      

      A rainy Thursday morning. Hunting season.

      

      Kayla’s intent to surprise her husband turned out to be an unexpected surprise for her.

      

      Will a misunderstanding lead to a second chance at happily ever after?

      

      A sweet story of second chances.

      

      Liberty Stance

      

      Fall signaled the excitement of a new year. And preparations for the high school homecoming parade electrified the air.

      

      Layla’s heart held so many secrets. Secrets that kept her tied to the small hometown where she had been a cheerleader.

      

      A sweet American romance with an unexpected turn.

      

      A story that tugs at the heart and haunts the reader long after the last word.

      

      Just Maybe

      

      Autumn on romantic Mackinac Island. A place with a reputation for magic.

      

      Perhaps not for Texas girl Tara Montgomery there only out of family obligation.

      

      No one warned Beau about the magic of Mackinac Island.

      

      A heartwarming and intensely engaging standalone novel in Kathryn Kaleigh’s Cupid’s Kiss sweet wholesome romance series.
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      A solemn promise made ten years ago. Ten years to the day.

      Payton waited in a deserted park in Pittsburgh. An historic area at the intersection of three rivers that went from Fort Duquesne to Fort Pitt to the beautiful city park of today.

      Would social distancing break a date set ten years ago? Or was there another reason for Richard not being there?

      A heart-warming and timely story by best-selling author Kathryn Kaleigh.
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      The Monongahela. The Allegheny. The Ohio.

      Three rivers coming together at one point.

      A perfect defensive point when America was an infant. The two rivers - the Monongahela and the Allegheny came together to form the Ohio River.

      The point had started as a fort. Surrounded by water on two of three sides. Remnants of the fort were still there. It was Fort Duquesne first. Then Fort Pitt.

      Now it was a park.

      Three ducks, a momma duck and two babies, played at the edge of the river as the water lapped onto the sidewalk.

      It was a beautiful day. The weather was perfect. Not hot. Not cold. The sun was out, but there were white puffy clouds floating about in the sky.

      June 1.

      Ten years to the day.

      Payton sat on the concrete bench of the fountain that shot geysers of water toward the sky.

      Behind her, water from the fountain splashed against her back, leaving moisture on her dark green silk blouse and dampening the ends of her ponytail.

      The park was closed now.

      Payton wasn't supposed to be here.

      Despite the park being closed, there was no one to police it.

      Normally there were boats travelling up and down the river, but today the river was empty. Travel was restricted.

      It was no longer safe to be closer than six feet to another person.

      The irony of that rule - perhaps she should call it a precaution - was not lost on Payton.

      Ten years ago today. Exactly ten years ago, she'd sat in this very spot and made a solemn promise.

      She and Richard had been interns together at the Psychiatric Hospital for one full year. September 1 to September 1. Payton had come from Louisiana Tech University and Richard had come from Montana State University.

      The intern matching system had brought them both to Pittsburgh. Matching them separately.

      Together.

      It had been a difficult year. They were working as psychologists, but were still technically students.

      Weekends. Holidays. Always on call.

      They'd called it being in the trenches.

      Payton had loved the work.

      They'd made a difference.

      They'd helped people who had reached rock bottom and had no place to go but up.

      Payton was a professor of psychology now in Utah and she loved that work, too.

      But the work she'd done here at the psychiatric hospital had been some of the most fulfilling work she'd ever done.

      It had mattered.

      She and Richard had studied together. Saw patients together. Rounds. The whole nine yards. They'd had morning coffee together. Lunch together in the hospital cafe. Dinner together.

      Even if dinner was no more than grabbing a taco from the taco truck and eating while catching up on charting notes.

      They'd become professionals together.

      Sometimes she'd thought their brains had merged together. They ate, slept, and breathed psychology.

      Their first professional published paper - the first line on the research section of her vita had both their names on it.

      Every time she updated her vita, she saw their names there forever together.

      But, like everything, the internship came to an end.

      They'd almost been too busy to notice.

      On that fateful day on June 1, a Sunday, they'd both had a day off. Probably on call, but she couldn't remember.

      She couldn't remember whose idea it was to come here, but they'd sat right here and shared their letters.

      Three months left of internship.

      Both of them had positive quarterly reviews. They'd be finishing up soon.

      They should be looking for jobs.

      After comparing letters, they'd both sat here - right here - and looked at each other.

      "What are we going to do?" he'd asked.

      She shook her head. "Have you started applying for jobs?"

      "Ha," he'd looked toward the passing ferryboat. "And when would I have time to do that?"

      She'd shrugged. She remembered it well. "Well, we have to do something."

      "We can stay here," Richard said, hopefully.

      Payton shook her head. "You know they won't let us. They told us that on day one."

      "We can ask."

      And they had asked. They'd even gone in together.

      But not before they'd made themselves a promise.

      "Where did the time go?" Richard had asked her.

      "I think we worked through it."

      Richard had looked at her then and smiled just a little. "I thought we'd go on a date one day."

      Payton had pulled her hair out of her face and looked into those blue eyes that she knew so well. "Some would say this is a date."

      "Do you think it's a date?"

      "A year ago I wouldn't have," Payton said. "But now it could be."

      He nodded and looked into the distance. "I guess if we measure it by our lifestyle it could be construed as one."

      "You're talking like a book again," she'd said.

      "Sorry," he said. "I've been studying again."

      She nodded. "It's ok. I know you're trying to say the bar has changed." Richard's plan was to go into private practice. He'd need to pass all sorts of exams.

      Payton didn't know what she wanted to do next. She was doing an excellent job of living in the present. It was sorely underrated.

      "Hey," he'd said, sweeping a strand of hair out of her eyes. "Don't look so sad, little one."

      "It'll be weird not seeing you every day."

      He'd nodded. "That's an understatement."

      Then they'd sat in silence for a while. Watching the bicyclists and the tourists. The boats on the river.

      "Let's make a pact."

      "Ok." Payton had wondered what Richard had come up with this time.

      For a psychology intern, he was impressively creative. It had been his idea to get to the hospital an hour earlier to dictate psychological evals together. He'd even brought Starbuck's.

      It had been his idea to do the research article that had given them a coveted publication in a peer-reviewed journal.

      His creativity made him great with patients. He was known for coming up with assignments that caught the attention of even the most despondent patient.

      She'd expected something equally psychology-related.

      Payton smiled to herself as she remembered that moment. It was burned into her memory.

      "I know we'll keep in touch, but it won't be enough," he'd said.

      She'd nodded, though she wasn't following.

      "If you're still single ten years from today." He'd looked her, his expression dead serious. "Ten years from today. June 1st, meet me here. It'll be a new decade."

      She'd just stared at him, wondering where he was headed with this idea.

      "If you meet me here in ten years, we'll get married."

      Payton hadn't answered at first. Her brain had frozen. They'd never talked about a romantic relationship.

      Never engaged in anything romantic. Other than early morning work dates and late evening work dates.

      Maybe that counted for something.

      "What about our jobs?" she'd asked, trying to wrap her brain around what ten years away might look like.

      "In ten years, we'll be old enough to figure all that out."

      His answer still made her laugh to herself.

      He'd thought they'd have life figured out in ten years.

      But like their year of internship, the ten years after internship had also flown by.

      Turns out early careers took a lot of time and energy.

      And he'd been right. They'd stayed in touch for a while. But mostly they'd talked about work. Their respective work.

      Work had always been their thing.

      The glue that held them together.

      She hadn't been sure they had anything without work.

      And she still wasn't sure.

      But here she was.

      It had been ten years to the day.

      June 1st.

      Only the world had changed.

      The park was closed.

      And she and Richard hadn't talked in probably four years.

      But she thought about him.

      Every time she drew from her internship experience for real-life examples for her lectures, he was there. Entwined in her life for the most important year of her career.

      She'd dated, sure.

      But she'd never married.

      No one had ever felt... right.

      Payton wanted all or nothing.

      The whole attached at the hip thing. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. She wanted someone who understood every facet of her life. From personal to work.

      A pigeon landed near her feet. Looked at her with pleading eyes.

      "I'm sorry," she said. "I don't have anything for you."

      The pigeon made a sound.

      Payton realized even now she and Richard would be different.

      She was a college professor and he had opened a private practice. They'd ended up going down different paths.

      Same backgrounds, but completely different paths.

      She wouldn't know the slightest about how to run a private practice. And he wouldn't know the slightest about being a college professor.

      Yet here she sat.

      At the fountain at Fort Pitt Park.

      Ten years later.

      She wondered if she'd waited for him.

      If that was why no one ever suited her enough to stay with more than a couple of years.

      In January of this year, she'd started getting antsy.

      She'd started watching the calendar.

      Counting down.

      Then in March she'd started planning her trip. She'd reserved a flight. A room.

      She'd told anyone who cared enough to ask that she was going on a vacation.

      Her parents didn't care. They were on a cruise to Alaska. Her brother didn't care. He was a physician in Seattle. Had a wife. Two kids.

      She didn't mind so much. Having a family that did their own thing gave her a lot of freedom.

      She hadn't had to explain to anyone why she did anything. Why she booked a trip to the city where she'd spent a year doing her internship.

      She checked the time on her phone.

      She and Richard hadn't set a time.

      Just a date.

      She'd just assumed that it was understood that it would be mid-afternoon. Near the time when they'd made the pact.

      There were so many reasons he wouldn't be here.

      He could easily be married with children. Or without children. Not married. In a relationship.

      Or maybe he just didn't have time to come here today.

      Or maybe he'd lost the inclination.

      Maybe he forgot.

      Maybe he hadn't really meant it.

      Or he'd meant it at the time, but got over it.

      She stood up, stretched.

      Or maybe he had enough sense to respect the fact that the park was closed to visitors.

      She could probably go to jail for being here.

      She'd put her career and reputation at risk for a man she hadn't seen in ten years.

      A man she'd never had a date with.

      A man she'd never even kissed.

      They hadn't talked in over four years.

      Her phone number had changed. And she hadn't bothered to give him her new number. Somehow she'd lost his phone number during one of her phone updates.

      If he used social media, she never saw him on it.

      She'd been fanciful.

      Silly even.

      If he'd been serious about meeting her here, he would have brought it up again in one of their conversations or emails.

      Or she would have.

      They would have talked about it.

      Actually, even though they'd worked together all summer, neither of them had spoken of it again.

      When they'd said good-bye at the end of their internship, neither had spoken of it. He'd kissed her on the top of her head and simply said, "take care of yourself."

      She'd nodded and walked away, blinking back tears. Squaring her shoulders and keeping her thoughts on the plane she had to catch in the morning.

      When they'd been talking about meeting here in ten years, it hadn't been a literal agreement. It had just been an idea.

      She'd find him again.

      Just not today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Payton wasn't ready to leave the park yet.

      Even though it was a little unsettling to be there alone, it didn't really bother her.

      With nothing more than the wind coming off the river in her hair and the sound of pigeons complaining about the lack of human feeders, she was free to just think.

      As a college professor, she rarely had time to just think.

      It was nothing like she'd expected. She'd expected to have time to think big important thoughts. Write insightful research papers.

      Instead, she'd read a lot of textbooks, wrote a lot of lectures, and answered a lot of emails.

      Made tests. Graded tests. Entered grades. Then each semester she started all over again with new syllabi.

      Her life was organized by semesters. Fall. Spring. Summer.

      She'd actually decided to take this summer off and not teach. Surprisingly, no one seemed to care.

      There was always someone else ready to jump in and take up the slack. A young, eager adjunct professor ready to teach even younger minds.

      Maybe it was time for her to make a change.

      She'd had that thought before. But every time her thoughts came near it, she retreated.

      She didn't know anything other than teaching.

      I spent a year working at the mental hospital.

      She stopped walking. And just stood there.

      A jet passed overhead, reminding her that just because the park was closed and people were practicing social distancing, the world went on. People were going about their lives.

      People are going to need help processing this new normal.

      She stared across the river. At the half a dozen cars that wandered across the bridges.

      That was it. That was the answer she'd come here searching for.

      Perhaps she hadn't come here to meet Richard after all. Maybe she'd come here to figure out her own life's direction.

      She closed her eyes and imaged the park the way it was the last time she was here. Ten years ago.

      People walking. Riding bicycles.

      Sitting in front of the fountain, laughing when the wind tossed water droplets into their faces.

      Everything would be normal again soon.

      Before they knew it, the park would be crowded again. With people living their lives.

      Making their plans.

      She had some things to think about.

      But now the sun was starting to set and she'd pushed her luck being out here.

      It was time to return to her hotel room.

      Time to book her flight back to Utah.

      She turned and her heart skipped a beat.

      She'd stayed out here too long. There was a man walking toward her. Probably to ask her to leave.

      As she stood watching him walk toward her, something snagged at her unconscious.

      She knew this man.

      It was him.

      It was Richard.

      An older version of him. But she recognized his walk. Just a little bit of swagger.

      Wide shoulders. She'd never really noticed that about him before.

      He'd always been strong. Someone people could lean on for strength.

      Someone she could lean on.

      Though her feet were frozen in place, a thousand new thoughts exploded in her head.

      He'd made her stronger.

      He'd given her the strength to get through the most intense year of her profession.

      His face lit up when he saw her.

      And she was smiling back.

      He didn't speak and any words that could have formed in her brain wouldn't have gotten through the lump in her throat.

      She watched as he walked across the open area of the park toward the fountain. The pigeons flew away as he passed, then settled back down behind him.

      He was wearing a charcoal gray suit jacket, a white tee-shirt, and dark blue jeans.

      Then he was standing in front of her and she was in his arms.

      He seemed taller. Her arms wrapped his waist and her head pressed against his chest.

      He hugged her tight, like he was never going to let her go. And he didn't. The seconds ticked past. The pigeons settled around them.

      The wind shifted and a spray of water from the fountain swept over them.

      The water seemed to wake them up.

      He leaned back, keeping his arms pressed against hers. "You're so beautiful," he said.

      "You're here." It was all she could think. "I didn't know..."

      "Of course, I am." He pulled her forward and kissed her on the forehead. The same way he had all those years ago when they'd said goodbye.

      Her breath hitched. It had been so long ago.

      Yet he was still Richard.

      He waved a hand around the empty park. "You were never really one to break the rules."

      She shrugged. "Not a lot of options."

      He took her hand and together they walked around the fountain, toward the park entrance. "Let's not push our luck, huh?"

      She took a deep ragged breath. "Good idea."

      Their hands laced together, they walked together through the park entrance and out onto the street.

      "There's really no where to go," she said. "Everything's closed."

      "Not everything," he said, with a grin.

      They walked downtown, passed closed restaurants and bars. There were a few cars that moved along the streets.

      When they stood in front of one of the newer building - it wasn't there ten years ago - he stopped.

      "What's this?" she asked.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a key. Held it up in front of her. "It's my apartment."

      He took a step forward, but she stood in place and her hand slid from his. "You live here?"

      He grinned. "I moved here two years ago."

      "But your private practice?" She couldn't make sense of what he was saying. The Richard she knew had a private practice in Philadelphia. He was a well-respected psychotherapist.

      "I retired," he said.

      "Retired?" she laughed. "You can't retire."

      He put his hands in his pockets. "Ok then. I changed careers."

      "To what?" She crossed her arms, trying to picture Richard doing something besides helping patients.

      "I'm a professor now. I teach classes." He shrugged. "Online now, of course."

      Payton gaped at the man she'd known so well over ten years ago.

      He'd given up his career. Changed his career. "Why?" It was all she could think to ask. To say.

      He stepped forward and gently kissed her on the lips. "For today."

      For today.

      They had both, unbeknown to the other, been moving toward this day. He'd changed his career to match hers.

      And she'd considered changing hers.

      All for a promise made ten years ago.

      A promise they had each kept and worked toward all these years.
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      Southern belle Jasmin Laurent met a stranger at a ball. A tall, dark, and handsome man who immediately charmed her.

      

      But Jasmin’s father had betrothed her to a man nearly twice her age. A betrothal that sat on her shoulders like a death sentence.

      

      Surely a moonlight stroll, though improper for a lady of her status, would do no harm. After all, she would soon be bound to another.

      

      A charming short story in the Civil War Southern Belle historical romance series. The Early Years. When the south was grand.
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        Near Natchez, Mississippi

        October 1852

      

      

      A festive waltz filled the air of the crowded Greenbriar ballroom.

      Everything, in fact, about the Greenbriar home was festive. Lanterns scattered around the edges of the ballroom and a candlelit chandelier hanging from the center of the ceiling created a magical sparkling glow.

      The night air sweet with the scent of late season magnolia blooms drifted through the open French doors. The open doors allowed the ballroom to spill out onto the wide veranda where couples could escape the prying eyes of others. And even take a walk through the gardens, also lit with a path of lightly glowing lanterns.

      The dancers floated around the room, their brightly colored dresses swirled in yellows, blues, greens, and every color in between.

      Jasmin Laurent wasn’t in the mood for festive. She didn’t want to be at this ball. Or any other ball for that matter.

      She wanted to be at home, away from everyone, her father especially.

      She’d come here to the Greenbriar’s home with her family as they did every year. She’d been coming since she was fifteen. This was her fourth year.

      Jasmin maneuvered her wide hoopskirt around the edge of the dance floor to the nearest refreshment table.

      She just had to find a way out of this. Father had always been a reasonable man.

      Then she looked up and saw him standing across the room, in a group of men.

      The man her father had promised her to.

      Howard Martin.

      Howard must be at least forty years old. Jasmin hadn’t been introduced to him yet, but she’d seen him at social outings before. He’d never been married.

      She shook her head. Father had gone daft.

      She took a glass of punch and holding it carefully in one hand, managed to make her way out to the veranda without spilling it.

      She walked outside, found an empty bench, and after setting down her glass on a little table next to the bench, sat down in a flurry of light blue silk.

      She sat in the middle of the bench which was wide enough for at least two people, yet her dress took up all the extra room.

      The ballgown had been made especially for this occasion. Even in her current mood, she maintained that it was the favorite gown she’d ever owned. The extra wide hoop held yards and yards of silk. At the back of the dress was a big bow with wide ties so long they nearly reached her knees.

      After a few minutes, she had her skirts adjusted and picked up her glass to take a sip of the punch.

      She looked up to see a man she didn’t recognize walking toward her. He was a little older than she was, maybe mid-twenties, but still handsome.

      He was tall and lean in his black narrow trousers and wide, long jacket. As he neared, she saw that he wore a charcoal gray
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