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  Editorial Manifesto


Pink Bell Knoll Books

At Pink Bell Knoll Books, we believe romantic fiction can be more than fantasy —
it can be respect, truth, and emotional freedom.

Our stories don’t shout.
They whisper desire, reach deep,
and show that pleasure doesn’t need to hurt to be intense.

Here, a woman can be desired without being diminished.
She can surrender without disappearing.
She can love without losing herself.
She can say no.
And when she says yes, it’s full-hearted.

We publish romantic fiction in all its forms —
whether they unfold in the soft glow of modern life or in the rich textures of the past.
From tender flirtations to daring sensuality,
what matters is that they honor the soul as much as the skin.

We write for those who want to feel —
with the body, with the skin, with the soul.

If you're looking for a place where desire is treated with beauty,
where pleasure is shared, and love comes with truth —
welcome to your home.

Pink Bell Knoll Books — where passion meets respect.
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  Prologue: Before the Snow


Eight Years Earlier 
The morning Richard died, Margaret had been planning their herb garden.
She'd sat at the Kitchen table with her coffee and her gardening notebooks, sketching out where the basil would go and whether they had enough sun for the rosemary she'd been wanting to try. The early April light streamed through the windows, painting everything golden and full of promise, and she'd been humming without realizing it—something she always did when she was planning new growing projects.
"What's that smile about?" Richard had asked, appearing in his pajamas and robe, his graying hair sticking up at impossible angles. Even at fifty-eight, he'd never mastered the art of waking up gracefully.
"I'm designing our summer," Margaret had replied, looking up from her sketches. "Want to see?"
He'd leaned over her shoulder, his familiar warmth and the scent of his aftershave enveloping her as he studied her careful drawings. "Ambitious," he'd murmured against her hair. "Think we can handle all this?"
"We can handle anything," Margaret had said with the confidence of a woman who'd been happily married for thirty-five years. "Besides, you promised me that greenhouse for my birthday, remember? This is just the beginning."
Richard had kissed the top of her head, his hand squeezing her shoulder. "In that case, you'd better make room for tomatoes. I have grand plans for salsa this year."
"Already included," Margaret had said, tapping her pencil against the notebook. "Cherokee Purples and those yellow ones you loved from the farmers market."
"Perfect. I'll make us some breakfast, and then we can measure out the beds."
But Richard hadn't made it to breakfast.
Margaret had heard the sound—a sharp intake of breath followed by a heavy thud—from the Kitchen fifteen minutes later. She'd found him collapsed by the coffee maker, the cardiac event so sudden and massive that the paramedics later told her he wouldn't have suffered.
In the space of a heartbeat, her carefully planned future had become a past tense memory.
The funeral had been a blur of casseroles and condolences, her children taking charge of arrangements while Margaret moved through the days feeling like she was watching someone else's life unfold. People kept telling her how sorry they were, how suddenly it had happened, how at least he hadn't suffered. She'd nodded and thanked them and wondered why no one mentioned that she was the one suffering now, that every sunrise without Richard felt like a small betrayal of the life they'd built together.
Sarah had stayed for two weeks, helping sort through Richard's things and handling the insurance paperwork that seemed to multiply like weeds. Michael had called every day from Philadelphia, offering to move her closer to his family, to help her find a smaller place that would be easier to manage alone.
"I don't want somewhere smaller," Margaret had told him, standing in the backyard where the herb garden markers still sat exactly where she'd placed them the morning Richard died. "I want the life we planned."
But wanting and having, she'd learned, were very different things.
The first year had been the hardest. Every ordinary moment had carried the weight of Richard's absence—morning coffee that was too quiet, dinners for one that felt more like punishment than nourishment, the empty space in their bed that she'd tried to fill with extra pillows before giving up and moving to the guest room.
She'd planted the herb garden anyway, working alone under the June sun with tears streaming down her face as she set basil plants in soil that Richard would never see. The Cherokee Purple tomatoes had grown tall and strong, producing fruit that tasted like memory and loss in equal measure.
The second year had been different. The sharp edge of grief had worn down to a persistent ache, and Margaret had begun to remember happiness alongside the sorrow. She'd started volunteering at the community center, teaching cooking classes to anyone brave enough to learn from a widow who sometimes forgot to eat dinner herself. She'd joined the garden club, where her practical knowledge and gentle humor had made her popular with the other members.
By the third year, she'd established routines that belonged entirely to her. Morning coffee with the crossword puzzle. Afternoon tea in the greenhouse Richard had built for her sixtieth birthday. Evening walks around the neighborhood, nodding to other solitary figures who understood the particular loneliness of dining tables set for one.
She'd learned to be content with solitude, to find satisfaction in projects that required no consultation or compromise. Her garden had flourished under her single-minded attention, and her small greenhouse had become a sanctuary where she could nurture things into bloom without worrying about anyone else's preferences or timeline.
The house had grown quiet in a way that felt like peace rather than emptiness. She'd rearranged furniture to suit herself, converted Richard's study into a craft room, and discovered that she actually liked having complete control over the thermostat.
By the fifth year, well-meaning friends had stopped suggesting that she might want to start dating again. Her children had accepted that she was genuinely content living alone, that she'd built a life that satisfied her without requiring a romantic partner to complete it.
Margaret had believed that too, until the morning she'd woken up and realized she couldn't remember the sound of Richard's laugh.
She'd sat up in bed, her heart racing with something that felt like panic, and tried to conjure the specific way he'd chuckled at his own jokes or the belly laugh she could coax from him when she told stories about the garden club's more eccentric members. But the sounds wouldn't come. After eight years of marriage and eight years of widowhood, his voice had become a memory of a memory, something she knew she'd once known but could no longer access.
That was when the loneliness had returned, different from the raw grief of early widowhood but perhaps more frightening because it felt permanent. She'd built a good life alone, but it was still alone. And somewhere in the careful routines and the satisfaction of solitary projects, she'd lost the particular joy that came from sharing experiences with someone who understood her references and laughed at her observations.
She'd started writing in a journal then, trying to capture not just the events of her days but the small thoughts and reactions that had once been automatic conversation with Richard. The way the morning light caught the snow on her windowsill. Her frustration with the grocery store's constant rearrangement of the cereal aisle. The satisfaction of successfully propagating a difficult cutting in her greenhouse.
Writing it down wasn't the same as sharing it, but it was better than letting it disappear entirely.
Now, standing at the same Kitchen window where she'd planned that long-ago herb garden, Margaret studied her reflection in the glass and tried to imagine what Richard would think of the woman she'd become. Would he recognize her? Would he approve of the way she'd learned to live without him?
She thought he would. Richard had always believed that love meant wanting the best for someone, even when that best didn't include you. He'd want her to be happy, to find joy in unexpected places, to remain open to possibilities even when they seemed unlikely.
The snow was falling heavier now, and Margaret realized she'd been standing at the window longer than she'd intended. Emma would be expecting her soon, and there were cookies to pack and a party to attend. But for just a moment longer, she allowed herself to remember the man who'd taught her that gardens were about more than plants—they were about faith in the future, about the belief that careful tending would yield beautiful results.
"Thank you," she whispered to the reflection that looked back at her, to the memory of the man who'd built her the greenhouse where she still spent her happiest hours. "For teaching me to grow things. For showing me that love doesn't end just because life does."
Then she turned away from the window, picked up her coat and the tin of cookies, and stepped out into the snow toward whatever was waiting for her at Emma's birthday party. She couldn't have imagined, as she locked the door behind her, that she was walking toward the end of one story and the beginning of another.
Some chapters, she would later reflect, ended not with a period but with an ellipsis, leaving space for the narrative to continue in ways you'd never thought possible. And sometimes, if you were very lucky and very brave, the most beautiful stories began not with "once upon a time" but with "once upon a time, again."






  
  Chapter 1
Unexpected Encounters


The snow fell in fat, lazy flakes outside the community center windows, each one catching the warm light from inside like tiny dancers performing just for her. Margaret Bellamy smoothed her cream-colored wool coat and checked her watch—Emma's birthday party wouldn't start for another ten minutes, but punctuality was a virtue she'd never abandoned, even in retirement. 
At sixty-six, Margaret had learned that life rarely followed the neat timelines she'd once believed in. Eight years of widowhood had taught her that some chapters end abruptly, leaving you to write new ones with a shaking hand. But today, watching her granddaughter's excited face through the frosted glass, she felt something she hadn't experienced in a long time: anticipation.
"Grandma Maggie!" Emma's voice cut through the gentle murmur of arriving families. The eight-year-old bounded toward her, pigtails bouncing, wearing a bright red sweater that made her look like a Christmas ornament come to life. "You came! Did you bring the cookies?"
Margaret smiled, lifting a carefully packed tin. "Chocolate chip with sea salt, just like you requested, birthday girl."
"Leo's gonna love these. He's been talking about them since I told him you make the best cookies in town." Emma grabbed Margaret's hand, tugging her toward a corner where parents and grandparents clustered around small tables. "Come meet his grandpa! He's really funny, and he has this dog named Booker who can do tricks."
Before Margaret could protest that she was perfectly content observing from a comfortable distance, Emma had steered her directly toward a tall man with graying curls who was attempting to wrangle a golden retriever away from the refreshment table.
"Booker, no," the man said with patient authority. "Birthday cake is not on your diet plan." He looked up as Emma approached, his brown eyes crinkling at the corners. "And you must be the famous cookie grandmother I've been hearing about."
"Thomas Whitaker," he said, extending a hand that was warm despite the winter cold. "And this is my partner in crime, Booker, who apparently believes party manners are optional."
Margaret found herself smiling despite her natural reserve. "Margaret Bellamy. And I think Booker might be onto something—rules are meant to be bent at birthday parties."
"A woman after my own heart." Thomas's grin was infectious. "Leo's told me quite a bit about Emma and her remarkable grandmother who makes cookies that could solve world peace."
"Kids do tend to exaggerate," Margaret said, but she was pleased despite herself.
"Do they?" Thomas glanced at the tin in her hands. "Because I have to say, the evidence smells pretty compelling from here."
Emma, clearly delighted that the adults were getting along, beamed at them both. "Grandpa Thomas used to be a teacher, and he knows everything about old stuff. Grandma Maggie grows the most beautiful flowers and writes letters with a real fountain pen."
"A teacher?" Margaret's interest was genuine. "What subject?"
"History. Thirty-five years of trying to convince teenagers that the past actually matters." Thomas chuckled. "Retirement has been an adjustment, but Booker here keeps me honest about daily walks and regular meals."
The dog, as if understanding he was being discussed, sat and offered his paw to Margaret with perfect timing.
"Well, aren't you a gentleman," Margaret said, accepting the paw with mock formality. "I can see why you're such good company."
"Don't encourage him," Thomas warned with obvious affection. "He already thinks he runs the household."
As the party swirled around them—children shrieking with laughter, parents chatting over coffee, the sweet chaos of a dozen nine-year-olds high on sugar and excitement—Margaret found herself settling into an easy conversation with Thomas. They talked about the unseasonably heavy snowfall, the challenges of keeping up with energetic grandchildren, and the peculiar joy of watching children discover friendships.
"Emma talks about Leo constantly," Margaret confided, watching the two children organize an impromptu game of musical chairs. "Apparently he's teaching her to whistle, though I'm not sure her parents appreciate that particular skill development."
Thomas laughed, a rich sound that made several people turn their heads. "Leo's been practicing his whistling technique on me for weeks. I'm afraid I encouraged him—told him it was a essential life skill, like tying shoes or knowing which fork to use for salad."
"A man with priorities," Margaret observed with amusement.
"Absolutely. Though I draw the line at whistling during dinner. A man must have standards."
Their conversation was interrupted by Emma tugging on Margaret's sleeve. "Grandma, can Leo come over for hot chocolate tomorrow? His grandpa said it's okay if you say yes, and I promised to show him your snow globe collection."
Margaret glanced at Thomas, who shrugged with theatrical helplessness. "I'm afraid I've been thoroughly manipulated by a nine-year-old. If it helps, I can promise Leo comes with excellent references and only moderate levels of chaos."
"Hot chocolate does sound nice," Margaret said slowly. "Though I should warn you—I take hot chocolate very seriously. Homemade marshmallows, real whipped cream, and a strict no-store-bought-mix policy."
"A woman with standards," Thomas said, echoing her earlier words. "Leo will be impressed. He's recently become quite the connoisseur of hot beverages, though his palate still runs heavily toward chocolate milk."
And so, with less planning than Margaret typically preferred but more anticipation than she'd felt in months, plans were made. As they exchanged phone numbers and addresses, Margaret caught herself noticing the way Thomas's eyes crinkled when he smiled, the careful way he listened when she spoke, and the gentle patience he showed with both children and dog.
Walking to her car later, Emma skipping beside her through the snow, Margaret realized she was looking forward to tomorrow in a way that had nothing to do with hot chocolate and everything to do with a man with kind eyes and a golden retriever who clearly thought rules were suggestions.
"He's nice," Emma said matter-of-factly, as if reading her grandmother's thoughts.
"Yes," Margaret agreed, watching Thomas help Leo into a well-worn pickup truck across the parking lot. "He seems very nice indeed."
As she drove home through the softly falling snow, Margaret Bellamy allowed herself to wonder, just for a moment, what tomorrow might bring.






  
  Chapter 2
Children's Councils


Emma waited exactly thirty-seven minutes after her grandmother's car disappeared around the corner before calling Leo. She'd learned from experience that adults needed time to "decompress" after social events—a word her mother used when she needed to sit quietly with a cup of tea and stare at nothing in particular. 
"Leo?" she whispered into her pink cell phone, even though her parents were downstairs and couldn't possibly hear her. "It's me."
"I know it's you," Leo's voice crackled through the speaker. "Your name shows up on my phone. Did you see them?"
"See them?" Emma rolled her eyes, even though Leo couldn't see her. "I practically pushed them together. Did you see the way they looked at each other when Booker did his paw trick?"
"Grandpa Tom got that smile," Leo reported with the expertise of someone who'd been studying his grandfather's expressions for years. "The one he used to get when Grandma Helen made his favorite cookies, before she got sick."
Emma felt a flutter of something that might have been worry. She'd never known her grandfather Richard—he'd died when she was too small to remember him properly—but she'd heard enough stories to understand that both their grandparents had been married to other people once. People they'd loved very much, who had died and left them sad.
"Do you think it's okay?" she asked, flopping backward onto her twin bed with its purple comforter. "For them to like each other, I mean. Even though they loved other people first?"
Leo was quiet for a moment, which was unusual for him. Emma could hear the sound of pages turning in the background—probably his encyclopedia of dog breeds, which he'd been reading obsessively since convincing his grandfather to get Booker.
"Mom says love isn't like pizza," Leo said finally.
"What does that mean?" Emma asked, though she had a feeling she knew where this was going. Leo's mother was a kindergarten teacher and had a talent for explaining complicated things in ways that made sense to children.
"Like, if you have pizza and you give some to your friend, you have less pizza," Leo explained patiently. "But if you have love and you give some to someone new, you don't have less love. You just have more love happening."
Emma considered this seriously. It made sense, sort of. She loved her parents and her grandmother and her best friend Sophia and her cat Mr. Whiskers all at the same time, and loving one of them didn't make her love the others any less.
"So if Grandpa Tom likes Grandma Maggie, he doesn't stop missing Grandma Helen?" she asked.
"I don't think so," Leo said. "He still has her picture on his dresser, and he still tells me stories about her. But maybe he's ready to make new stories with someone else."
Emma rolled over onto her stomach, propping her chin in her hands. "Did you see how she knew exactly what to say to Booker? And how she didn't get mad when he tried to steal cake?"
"And did you see how Grandpa Tom helped her clean up the cups without being asked?" Leo added excitedly. "Mom says that's a sign of good manners and proper upbringing."
"We should help them," Emma announced, the idea forming as she spoke. "They're too old to figure out dating by themselves."
"Are they dating?" Leo asked with interest. "Because Grandpa Tom asked me what Mrs. Bellamy's favorite flowers are, and when I said I didn't know, he got that face he makes when he's trying to solve a really hard crossword puzzle."
Emma grinned into her pillow. This was even better than she'd hoped. "What did you tell him?"
"I said he should ask her himself, but maybe he could bring some when he comes to pick me up for hot chocolate tomorrow," Leo said proudly. "You know, just to be polite."
"Leo, that's brilliant!" Emma squealed, then quickly lowered her voice. "We have to make sure tomorrow goes perfectly. No interruptions, no awkward silences, no disasters."
"What kind of disasters?" Leo asked, suddenly worried.
Emma had been thinking about this. "Like what if Booker knocks over something important? Or what if Grandpa Tom spills hot chocolate on himself? Or what if they run out of things to talk about and just sit there staring at each other?"
"Grandpa Tom never runs out of things to talk about," Leo said loyally. "He knows something interesting about everything. Yesterday he told me why snow crystals form the way they do, and the history of hot chocolate, and why dogs wag their tails."
"Grandma Maggie's like that too," Emma agreed. "She can tell you the story behind every single one of her snow globes, and she knows which plants are good for healing cuts and which ones keep bugs away from vegetables."
They spent the next twenty minutes planning what Emma privately called "Operation Hot Chocolate," which mostly involved making sure both their grandparents knew how excited they were about the upcoming visit and how much they hoped it would go well.
"We have to be subtle," Emma warned. "Adults get weird if they think kids are trying to manage their love lives."
"Do they have love lives?" Leo asked with the kind of fascination that eight-year-olds reserved for topics they didn't entirely understand but found intriguingly adult.
"They're about to," Emma said confidently.
After they hung up, Emma lay on her bed staring at the ceiling and thinking about her grandmother. She'd always known that Grandma Maggie had been married before, to the grandfather she'd never met who was in all the old photographs around the house. But she'd never really thought about what it meant for her grandmother to live alone in that big house, eating dinner by herself and having no one to tell about her day.
Emma's parents were always talking to each other—about work and grocery lists and whether they needed to call the plumber about the weird noise the upstairs toilet was making. Even when they weren't talking, they were communicating, passing each other cups of coffee without being asked or sharing looks across the dinner table when Emma said something they found amusing.
But Grandma Maggie didn't have anyone to share looks with. She talked to Emma, of course, and to Emma's parents when they visited, but what did she do the rest of the time? Did she talk to her plants? Did she save up interesting thoughts to share later, the way Emma saved her allowance to buy something special?
The idea of her grandmother being lonely made Emma's chest feel tight. She'd never thought of adult happiness as something children might be responsible for, but now it seemed obvious that if she could do something to make Grandma Maggie smile more, she should do it.
And if Leo's grandfather was lonely too—which he must be, living in that house by the lake with only Booker for company—then helping them find each other wasn't just nice, it was practically a community service.
Emma rolled over and grabbed her notebook—the one she used for important plans, like her campaign to convince her parents she was responsible enough for a pet or her detailed analysis of which teachers gave the best Halloween candy. At the top of a fresh page, she wrote "Project: Grandparent Happiness" in her best handwriting.
Underneath, she started a list:
1. Make sure tomorrow's hot chocolate visit goes perfectly 2. Find out what activities they both like 3. Create opportunities for them to spend time together 4. Be supportive but not obvious 5. Remember that this is about their happiness, not just our fun
She paused at that last one, surprised by her own wisdom. Sometimes being eight meant seeing things that adults missed because they were too worried about being practical or appropriate or whatever other grown-up concerns kept them from pursuing obvious solutions to problems.
Emma had watched enough movies to know that love stories required certain elements: meet-cutes, obstacles to overcome, moments of realization, and happy endings. She and Leo had already provided the meet-cute. Now they just had to make sure the rest of the story unfolded the way it should.
She was pretty sure her grandmother and Leo's grandfather wanted the same happy ending she and Leo wanted for them. They just needed a little help recognizing it.
Emma smiled as she closed her notebook and tucked it under her pillow. Tomorrow's hot chocolate visit was going to be the first chapter of something wonderful. She could feel it the same way she could feel snow coming before the weather forecast confirmed it—a certainty in the air that spoke of change and possibility.
Some love stories, she thought as she drifted off to sleep, needed fairy godmothers. But sometimes, if you were very lucky, regular grandchildren could do the job just as well.






  
  Chapter 3
Unexpected Reflections


Thomas hadn't expected to lie awake thinking about cookies. 
More accurately, he hadn't expected to lie awake thinking about the woman who'd made them, but the cookies seemed like a safer place to start his mental wandering. They'd been exceptional—perfectly balanced between sweet and salty, with that slight chewiness that spoke of someone who understood the science of baking as well as the art of it.
Leo was fast asleep in the next room, exhausted from the party and the promise of tomorrow's hot chocolate visit. Thomas should have been equally tired, but instead he found himself staring at the ceiling of his bedroom, replaying conversations and analyzing moments with the kind of attention to detail he'd once reserved for lesson planning.
Margaret Bellamy.
He rolled the name around in his mind, testing how it felt. She'd been so natural with Leo, treating his nine-year-old observations with the same seriousness she'd given to adult conversation. Thomas had watched her listening to his grandson's explanation of Booker's training progress, and there had been something in her expression—genuine interest, not the polite attention that some adults gave children while waiting for their turn to speak.
And then there had been the moment when Leo had taken her hand to lead her around the party, and she'd allowed herself to be guided with such grace that Thomas had felt something twist in his chest. Helen had been like that with children—confident in her ability to enter their
Hot Chocolate and Revelations







