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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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  Chapter 1
First Responders


The alarm clock buzzed at 5:47 AM, three minutes before Jake Morrison's actual alarm was set to go off. He'd been awake for ten minutes already, staring at the ceiling and mentally running through the day ahead—inventory check, equipment maintenance, and hopefully a quiet shift that would let him catch up on the paperwork he'd been avoiding for two weeks. 
"Rise and shine, sleeping beauty," he mumbled to himself, rolling out of bed with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd been doing this routine for eight years. At thirty-two, Jake had the kind of easy confidence that came from knowing exactly what he was good at: running into burning buildings when everyone else was running out, making his captain laugh during the worst calls, and somehow always knowing the right thing to say when everything was falling apart.
The firehouse was already buzzing when he arrived, the familiar smell of coffee and diesel fuel greeting him like an old friend. Station 19 housed some of the best firefighters in Phoenix, and Jake had earned his place among them not just through skill, but through the kind of humor that could cut through the heaviest situations.
"Morrison!" Captain Miguel Rodriguez called from his office. "We've got a school visit today. Jefferson Elementary. You're on kid duty."
Jake grinned. Kid duty meant demonstration day—showing off the truck, letting them try on helmets, and answering the inevitable question about whether he'd ever rescued a cat from a tree. (The answer was yes, twice, and both cats had been thoroughly unimpressed with his efforts.)
"Please tell me Sarah's coming along," called out Marcus, one of the newer guys. "She actually likes kids. Jake just terrifies them with his ugly face."
"My face is a work of art," Jake shot back, adjusting his suspenders with mock dignity. "And for your information, kids love me. I'm like a giant jungle gym with opposable thumbs."
The truth was, Jake did love school visits. There was something about the way kids looked at firefighters—like they were real-life superheroes instead of just people who were really good at their jobs and occasionally burned dinner.
Jefferson Elementary was a fifteen-minute drive through Phoenix traffic, which gave Jake plenty of time to practice his "fire safety is fun" voice and mentally prepare for the onslaught of questions. The school was one of those newer buildings, all bright colors and wide hallways designed to make learning feel less like a chore.
"Welcome to Jefferson Elementary!" The voice belonged to a woman walking toward their truck, and Jake felt his prepared speech about fire safety evaporate completely. She was pretty in the kind of way that made him forget how words worked—shoulder-length brown hair, warm smile, and eyes that actually seemed to light up when she saw the fire truck, not just when she saw the firefighters.
"I'm Emma Hartley," she said, extending her hand. "Fourth grade teacher and today's designated firefighter wrangler."
"Jake Morrison," he managed, hoping his handshake wasn't too sweaty. "Designated fire truck show-off."
Her laugh was the kind that made him want to be funnier, smarter, better at this whole talking-to-beautiful-women thing. "Well, Jake Morrison, I hope you're ready for twenty-eight nine-year-olds who have been bouncing off the walls since breakfast. They've been asking about the visit for weeks."
"Twenty-eight?" Jake raised an eyebrow. "That's practically a small army. You sure you don't need backup?"
"I think I can handle them," Emma said with a grin that suggested she'd faced down worse things than excited fourth-graders. "But I appreciate the concern."
The demonstration went better than Jake had hoped. The kids were engaged, asking smart questions about fire prevention and emergency procedures. Emma kept them organized without making it feel like boot camp, and Jake found himself stealing glances at her throughout the presentation. She had this way of listening to the kids—really listening—that made each question seem like the most important thing in the world.
"Mr. Jake," a small girl with pigtails raised her hand. "Have you ever been scared in a fire?"
It was the kind of question that could derail the whole program if he wasn't careful. Too honest, and he'd give them nightmares. Too dismissive, and he'd miss a chance to teach them something real.
"You know what, Sophie?" Jake crouched down to her level. "Being a little scared is actually good. It means I'm paying attention and being careful. But I trust my training, my equipment, and my team. That's what keeps me safe."
Emma caught his eye over Sophie's head and gave him a small nod of approval that made his chest tighten in a way that had nothing to do with his gear.
After the kids headed back to class, Jake found himself lingering by the truck, ostensibly checking equipment but really just hoping Emma might come back outside.
She did.
"That was really good," she said, joining him by the truck. "You didn't talk down to them, but you didn't scare them either. That's a tough balance."
"Eight years of practice," Jake said, then immediately felt like an idiot for making it sound like bragging. "I mean, I've done a lot of these visits. Kids are honest—they'll call you out if you're not being real with them."
"They will," Emma agreed. "It's one of the things I love about teaching. You can't fake your way through it."
There was a moment of comfortable silence, the kind that felt natural instead of awkward. Jake realized he was standing there grinning like an idiot and tried to rearrange his face into something more professional.
"So," he said, going for casual and probably missing by a mile, "do you always volunteer for firefighter duty, or did you lose a bet?"
Emma laughed. "Actually, I specifically requested it. My dad was a volunteer firefighter when I was growing up. I have a soft spot for the profession."
"Smart man," Jake said. "And clearly good genes for handling chaos."
The radio in the truck crackled to life, dispatch calling for Station 19 to respond to a medical emergency across town. Jake's easy morning was officially over.
"That's my cue," he said, already moving toward the driver's seat. "Duty calls."
"Stay safe out there," Emma called as the truck pulled away.
Jake found himself thinking about her smile for the rest of the shift, even during the CPR call that took up most of his afternoon. There had been something about her—the way she'd handled the kids, the way she'd really listened to his answers, the way she'd looked at him like he was just a guy instead of a uniform.
By evening, he'd talked himself out of going back to the school. It was unprofessional. She was just being nice. He was reading too much into a perfectly normal interaction between a teacher and a community service provider.
By the next morning, he'd talked himself back into it.
"You're going back to the school, aren't you?" Marcus said, watching Jake fidget with his coffee cup during breakfast.
"It's a follow-up visit," Jake said with as much dignity as he could muster. "Professional courtesy."
"Uh-huh." Marcus grinned. "What's her name?"
"Emma," Jake said before he could stop himself, then glared at Marcus's knowing smirk. "Emma Hartley. And it's not what you think."
"I think you're about to drive across town to see a pretty teacher on the flimsiest excuse known to mankind," Marcus said. "And I think it's about time."
Jake couldn't really argue with that.
Jefferson Elementary looked different in the afternoon light, quieter somehow. Jake parked in the visitor lot and made his way to the main office, armed with a box of plastic fire helmets he'd "forgotten" to leave the day before.
"Jake?" Emma's voice came from behind him as he stood in the hallway, suddenly questioning the wisdom of this entire plan. She was carrying a stack of papers and looked slightly frazzled but still smiled when she saw him.
"I brought the helmets I promised yesterday," he said, holding up the box like evidence of his legitimate purpose. "Forgot them in all the excitement."
"That's so thoughtful," Emma said, and she sounded like she actually meant it. "The kids are going to love them. Do you have a minute? I could use help carrying some boxes to my car."
"Absolutely."
Emma's classroom was exactly what Jake had expected—colorful, organized, filled with evidence of learning and creativity. Student artwork covered every available wall space, and there was a reading corner that looked so inviting Jake briefly considered sitting down with one of the picture books.
"You've got a good setup here," he said, picking up a box of supplies. "Feels like a place where kids actually want to learn."
"That's the goal," Emma said, hoisting another box. "Though some days I feel more like a referee than a teacher."
They made their way to the parking lot, and Jake found himself walking slower than necessary, not quite ready for this conversation to end.
"Can I ask you something?" Emma said as they reached her car, a practical Honda that looked like it had seen better days but was meticulously maintained.
"Shoot."
"Yesterday, when Sophie asked about being scared—that was a really good answer. Personal but appropriate. Do you like the education part of your job?"
Jake considered the question seriously. "Yeah, actually, I do. There's something about helping people understand what we do, you know? Makes the whole job feel more connected to the community."
Emma smiled. "That's exactly how I feel about teaching. Like we're building something together."
They stood there for a moment, both apparently fascinated by the contents of her car trunk. Jake realized this was the moment—he could walk away and keep this as a nice memory, or he could take a chance.
"Would you maybe want to get coffee sometime?" The words came out in a rush, less smooth than he'd hoped but more honest than any practiced line. "I mean, if you're not opposed to coffee with someone whose job involves running toward danger instead of away from it."
Emma's smile was answer enough before she even spoke. "I'd like that. Fair warning though—I grade papers at coffee shops. Hope you're okay with red pens and questionable penmanship."
"I think I can handle it," Jake said, feeling like he'd just won the lottery. "I'll try not to spill anything on your students' work."
"We'll see about that," Emma said, pulling out her phone. "What's your number?"
As Jake gave her his contact information, he couldn't help but think that this was turning out to be one of his better ideas. Not bad for a guy whose usual approach to meeting women involved waiting for them to visit the firehouse and hoping for the best.
"I should let you get back to your day," Emma said after they'd exchanged numbers. "Thanks for bringing the helmets. And for the help with the boxes."
"Anytime," Jake said, meaning it. "Really. If you ever need boxes carried, or heavy things moved, or someone to explain fire safety to rowdy fourth-graders, I'm your guy."
"I'll keep that in mind," Emma said, her eyes sparkling with something that might have been mischief. "Drive safe, Jake Morrison."
As Jake drove back to the station, he found himself grinning at nothing in particular. Danny was going to be insufferable about this, but Jake decided he didn't care. Sometimes the best things happened when you weren't looking for them—when you were just doing your job and being yourself and hoping for the best.
His phone buzzed with a text as he pulled into the station parking lot.
Coffee tomorrow at 2? There's a place called Brew Haven on 5th Street. Fair warning: I really do grade papers. - Emma
Jake typed back quickly: Perfect. I'll bring my best coffee shop behavior. See you tomorrow.
"Well?" Marcus appeared at his elbow before Jake had even gotten out of the truck. "How'd it go, Romeo?"
"Coffee tomorrow at two," Jake said, not bothering to hide his satisfaction.
"I knew it," Marcus crowed. "Jake Morrison, master of the follow-up visit. Captain's going to love this story."
"You're not telling Captain anything," Jake said, but he was still grinning. "This is strictly between us and the coffee beans."
As he walked into the firehouse, Jake couldn't shake the feeling that something important had just shifted in his life. Not earth-shattering, not dramatic—just the quiet beginning of something that might turn out to be really good.
And for a guy whose job was all about expecting the unexpected, that felt like the best kind of surprise.






  
  Chapter 2
Coffee and Conversations


Brew Haven was exactly the kind of coffee shop Emma had pictured when Jake suggested they meet—local, unpretentious, filled with the comfortable hum of conversation and the rich smell of freshly ground beans. She arrived five minutes early, partly because she was always prompt and partly because she wanted a moment to settle her nerves before Jake got there. 
She needn't have worried. Jake rolled up to the café entrance in his pickup truck at exactly two o'clock, and when he walked through the door, his easy smile immediately put her at ease.
"Perfect timing," he said, approaching her table. "I was worried I'd be late—we had a call right at shift change."
"Everything okay?"
"Medical assist. Elderly gentleman who fell in his bathroom. He's fine, but it reminded me why I always tell people to install grab bars." Jake paused, looking slightly embarrassed. "Sorry, probably not the most romantic opening to a coffee date."
"Who says this is romantic?" Emma asked with a grin. "Maybe I just wanted to quiz you about fire safety protocols."
"In that case, I should warn you—I can talk about fire safety for hours. You might regret encouraging me."
"I'll take my chances."
Jake headed to the counter to order while Emma watched him interact with the barista—easy conversation, genuine smile, the kind of natural friendliness that suggested he was exactly the same person in public as he'd been during their brief encounters at the school. No performance, no trying to impress anyone. Just Jake being Jake.
"One coffee, black, and one—" Jake paused, looking at Emma. "What did you order?"
"Lavender latte with oat milk," Emma said, waiting for the inevitable reaction.
"Lavender latte," Jake repeated slowly. "Is that actually good, or is it one of those drinks that sounds fancier than it tastes?"
"It's actually delicious. You're welcome to try it, but I should warn you—it might ruin your reputation as a rugged firefighter."
"My reputation can handle it," Jake said, settling into the chair across from her. "Besides, anyone who's willing to run into burning buildings should be brave enough to try lavender coffee."
When their drinks arrived, Jake did indeed try a sip of Emma's latte, making a face that suggested he was pleasantly surprised.
"Okay, that's actually really good," he admitted. "Though I'm not sure I'm ready to order one myself."
"Baby steps," Emma said. "We'll work up to it."
"We'll work up to it," Jake repeated, and Emma caught the slight emphasis on 'we' that suggested he was thinking beyond this single coffee date.
They settled into conversation with the kind of easy flow that Emma had always thought was mythical—something that happened in movies but rarely in real life. Jake asked thoughtful questions about her teaching, genuinely curious about classroom dynamics and educational philosophy. Emma found herself explaining not just what she did, but why it mattered to her.
"So what made you want to be a teacher?" Jake asked, stirring sugar into his coffee.
"Honestly? My fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Patterson. I was a shy kid, really anxious about speaking up in class, and she had this way of making every student feel like their ideas were important. She'd ask questions that didn't have right or wrong answers, just different perspectives."
"That sounds like it made a big impression."
"It completely changed how I thought about learning. Before her class, school felt like a place where you tried not to make mistakes. In her classroom, it felt like a place where you could explore ideas and take intellectual risks."
Jake nodded thoughtfully. "That's exactly the kind of teacher you are, isn't it? I could see it during the demonstration—the way you listened to the kids, made them feel heard."
Emma felt herself flush slightly. "That's the goal, anyway. Though some days I feel more like a referee than an educator."
"Welcome to public service," Jake said with a laugh. "Some days I feel more like a mediator than a firefighter. You'd be surprised how many calls involve family disputes that have nothing to do with actual emergencies."
"Really?"
"Oh yeah. People call 911 when they're scared or frustrated or don't know who else to contact. We get calls about neighbors playing music too loud, family arguments that got heated, people locked out of their houses. Sometimes the most important part of the job is just helping people calm down and think clearly."
Emma found herself leaning forward, genuinely interested. "That's not what most people think of when they picture firefighting."
"Most people picture us sliding down poles and carrying people out of burning buildings. Which we do, but it's probably only twenty percent of our actual calls. The rest is medical assists, car accidents, false alarms, and community service."
"Community service?"
"School visits, safety demonstrations, helping elderly residents with smoke detector batteries. Building relationships so people trust us when they really need help."
Emma thought about this, realizing that Jake's job had more in common with teaching than she'd initially understood. Both involved serving communities, building trust, adapting to unexpected situations, and often acting as much as counselors and problem-solvers as anything else.
"What made you want to be a firefighter?" she asked.
Jake was quiet for a moment, considering the question seriously. "My uncle was a firefighter in Denver. When I was twelve, he took me to the station for a ride-along—not during calls, just to see the equipment and meet the crew. I was fascinated by the teamwork, the way everyone had specific roles but worked together seamlessly."
"And the helping people part?"
"That too, but honestly, at twelve I was mostly impressed by the big trucks and the cool equipment." Jake grinned. "The service aspect became more important as I got older. There's something satisfying about having skills that make a difference when people are having the worst day of their lives."
"That's exactly how I feel about teaching," Emma said. "Obviously it's not life-or-death like your work, but education can be the difference between a child believing in themselves or giving up. Between seeing the world as full of possibilities or full of obstacles."
"I think you're underestimating the impact of teaching," Jake said seriously. "The kid you inspire in fourth grade might become the doctor who saves my life in thirty years. Or the engineer who designs safer buildings. Or the parent who raises children to be kind and thoughtful citizens."
Emma felt something warm spread through her chest. "I never thought about it that way."
"Long-term impact versus immediate crisis response. Both matter."
They talked for almost two hours, the conversation ranging from work to family to favorite books to travel dreams. Emma learned that Jake had a somewhat embarrassing obsession with cooking shows despite being mediocre in the kitchen, that he'd backpacked through Europe after college, and that he volunteered at a literacy program for adults who were learning to read.
Jake learned that Emma had briefly considered becoming a park ranger before settling on education, that she maintained an elaborate vegetable garden in the tiny backyard of her apartment, and that she had an inexplicable fear of butterflies that she was too embarrassed to explain to her students during nature lessons.
"Butterflies?" Jake asked, clearly trying not to laugh. "Really?"
"They're unpredictable," Emma said defensively. "And they flutter erratically. It's unsettling."
"You're afraid of creatures that weigh less than a paperclip."
"You're afraid of heights."
"I'm a firefighter. Fear of heights is occupationally inconvenient but rationally justified. Fear of butterflies is..." Jake paused, grinning. "Actually, kind of adorable."
Emma felt herself blushing again, but this time it was accompanied by the kind of pleased embarrassment that came from being teased by someone you liked.
"We should probably head out," Emma said, glancing at her watch. "I have papers to grade tonight."
"And I have a shift that starts at six." Jake stood up, then paused. "This was really nice, Emma. Better than nice."
"It was," Emma agreed. "Thank you for asking."
"Thank you for saying yes."
They walked out to the parking lot together, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across the asphalt. Emma's car was parked next to Jake's truck, and they lingered for a moment in that awkward space between ending a good date and figuring out what came next.
"Would you like to do this again?" Jake asked. "Not necessarily coffee—maybe dinner sometime?"
"I'd like that," Emma said, then found herself being more direct than usual. "I'd like that a lot."
Jake's smile was bright enough to power the streetlights. "Great. I'll call you."
"You better."
Emma drove home with the kind of contentment she hadn't felt after a date in longer than she cared to remember. Not the giddy excitement of physical attraction or the satisfied relief of getting through social interaction without embarrassing herself, but the deeper satisfaction of connecting with someone who seemed to understand not just what she did but why it mattered to her.
Jake was different from the men she usually dated—more grounded, more confident in ways that had nothing to do with ego, more interested in building something meaningful than in impressing anyone. He listened like her words mattered, asked questions that showed he was paying attention, and talked about his work with the kind of passion that suggested he'd found genuine purpose in what he did.
That evening, as Emma graded spelling tests and planned lessons for the following week, she found herself thinking about Jake's perspective on teaching—the idea that educating children was a form of long-term community service, that the impact of good teaching rippled out in ways she might never see but that mattered enormously.
She'd always known that teaching was important work, but hearing Jake articulate why it mattered from the perspective of someone who saw the consequences of education and its absence in his emergency response work made her feel proud of her profession in a way she hadn't for a long time.
Her phone buzzed with a text message: Had a great time today. Looking forward to dinner. Hope your paper grading goes smoothly. - Jake
Emma typed back: Me too. Thanks for reminding me why I love teaching. Have a safe shift.
Always do. Sleep well, Emma.
Emma set down her phone and returned to her lesson plans, but she was smiling. For the first time in months, she felt excited about the week ahead—not just because she had a dinner date to look forward to, but because she'd been reminded that the work she did every day was part of something larger and more important than she sometimes remembered.
It was a good feeling. It felt like the beginning of something that might turn out to be really wonderful.
And for someone whose dating life had been a series of pleasant but ultimately forgettable encounters, that felt like exactly the right kind of surprise.






  
  Chapter 3
Dinner and Discoveries


Jake had suggested a small Italian restaurant in Scottsdale for their dinner date, the kind of place with checkered tablecloths and genuine warmth instead of calculated ambiance. Emma arrived to find him already waiting at a corner table, having shed his usual casual clothes for dark jeans and a button-down shirt that brought out the green in his eyes. 
"You clean up nice, Morrison," Emma said, sliding into the seat across from him.
"Not too shabby yourself, Hartley." Jake's smile was appreciative but not leering, the kind of attention that made Emma feel attractive without feeling objectified.
They ordered wine and fell into conversation as easily as they had at the coffee shop, but dinner felt different—more intentional, more like they were actively choosing to get to know each other rather than just enjoying a pleasant accident of chemistry.
"So," Emma said, twirling pasta around her fork, "tell me about the worst call you've ever been on."
Jake raised an eyebrow. "That's an interesting dinner conversation topic."
"I'm curious about the hard parts of your job, not just the heroic rescues. You know about the frustrating aspects of teaching—standardized tests, administrative bureaucracy, parents who think their child can do no wrong. What's the equivalent in firefighting?"
Jake considered this while cutting his chicken parmesan. "The calls where you can't help," he said finally. "Car accidents where you arrive too late, medical emergencies where the person was beyond saving before we even got the call. Those are the hardest."
"How do you deal with that?"
"You focus on what you could control, not what you couldn't. You learn from anything that might help you do better next time. And you rely on your crew to help you process it." Jake paused. "And sometimes you go home and drink a beer and remind yourself that most calls do end well, that the job makes a difference even when individual situations don't work out."
Emma nodded, thinking about her own version of that experience—students she couldn't reach, families she couldn't help, systemic problems that felt too big for one teacher to address.
"What about you?" Jake asked. "What's the hardest part of teaching that people don't think about?"
"The kids you can't save," Emma said without hesitation. "Children who come to school hungry, or tired because they were kept awake by fighting at home, or anxious because they're responsible for taking care of younger siblings. You can teach them math and reading, but you can't fix the circumstances that make learning so much harder for them than for their classmates."
"That must be incredibly frustrating."
"It is. But like you said, you focus on what you can control. You make your classroom a safe space, you provide consistency and support, you advocate for resources when you can. And you hope that the positive impact outweighs the limitations."
Jake reached across the table and squeezed her hand briefly. "You're remarkable, you know that?"
Emma felt herself blush. "I'm just doing my job."
"No, you're doing it with compassion and intentionality. There's a difference."
They moved on to lighter topics—favorite movies, travel stories, the most embarrassing things that had happened to them at work. Emma told Jake about the time she'd accidentally worn two different shoes to school and didn't notice until a student pointed it out during lunch. Jake shared the story of getting his fire boot stuck in a storm drain during a rescue and having to be pulled out by his entire crew while the victim he'd been helping laughed from the safety of the sidewalk.
"The local news station got footage of the whole thing," Jake said, grinning at the memory. "Captain Miguel Rodriguez still plays it at training sessions as an example of what not to do."
"That's terrible!"
"That's firefighter humor. We give each other grief about everything, but it's how we cope with the stress. If you can't laugh at yourself, you'll go crazy in this job."
Emma thought about the teacher's lounge at her school, where similar dark humor prevailed. "Teachers do the same thing. Last week, Mrs. Patterson was telling us about a parent conference where the father insisted his son was gifted because he could recite the entire opening sequence of Star Wars. When she tried to explain that memorization and critical thinking weren't the same thing, he accused her of not recognizing genius."
"What did she do?"
"Assigned the kid a creative writing project about what happens after the Death







