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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
The Weight of Perfect Things


The alarm hadn't gone off yet, but Adam was already awake, watching Claire sleep in the pale morning light that filtered through their bedroom curtains. Saturday mornings were sacred to them—no schedules, no obligations, just the luxury of time moving slowly around their bodies tangled in white sheets. 
Claire's breathing was soft and even, her dark hair spread across the pillow like spilled ink. One bare shoulder emerged from the covers, and Adam couldn't resist tracing his finger along the curve of it, memorizing the warmth of her skin, the way she shivered slightly at his touch even in sleep.
"Mmm," she murmured, stirring. "What time is it?"
"Early," he whispered against her ear. "Go back to sleep."
Instead, she turned toward him, eyes still closed but lips finding his with the accuracy of three years of practice. The kiss was soft at first, lazy with sleep, but it deepened as Claire pressed closer, her leg sliding between his.
"Good morning," she breathed against his mouth.
"Very good," Adam agreed, his hands finding the familiar geography of her body—the dip of her waist, the curve of her hip, the soft skin of her inner thigh.
Claire's eyes opened then, green and bright with desire. "I love waking up like this."
"Like what?"
"With you touching me like you can't quite believe I'm real."
Adam smiled, his thumb brushing across her lower lip. "Sometimes I can't."
She bit gently at his thumb, then sucked it into her mouth, her tongue warm and wet. Adam groaned softly, feeling himself harden against her thigh. Three years together, and she could still make him desperate with the smallest gesture.
"Claire," he said, his voice rough with want.
"What?" she asked innocently, though her hand was already moving between them, wrapping around him with sure fingers.
"You know what."
She squeezed gently, stroking him slowly while she watched his face. Adam's eyes fluttered closed, his hips moving involuntarily into her touch. Claire loved this—the way she could make him lose control, the way his breathing changed, the small sounds he made when she touched him just right.
"I want you," she whispered, her lips against his neck.
"You have me," he replied, rolling her onto her back and settling between her thighs. "You've always had me."
Their lovemaking was unhurried, tender in the way of couples who knew each other's bodies like favorite songs. Adam moved slowly inside her, his forehead pressed against hers, watching her face as pleasure built between them. Claire's hands roamed his back, feeling the play of muscle beneath skin, the strength that came from years of running, of pushing his body to its limits.
"I love you," she said, the words torn from her throat as he hit that perfect spot inside her.
"I love you too," he replied, his rhythm faltering as she clenched around him. "God, Claire, I—"
She silenced him with a kiss, deep and desperate, and they moved together toward release with the synchronicity of dancers who had learned each other's steps by heart. When Claire came, her back arching off the bed, Adam followed immediately, burying his face in her neck and breathing her name like a prayer.
Afterward, they lay entwined, Claire's head on Adam's chest, listening to his heartbeat gradually slow. The morning sun had grown stronger, painting golden rectangles on the hardwood floor of their bedroom. In a few hours, the day would claim them—Adam would go for his long training run, preparing for the Boston Marathon that was still eight months away, and Claire would edit photos from the wedding she'd shot last weekend. But for now, there was only this: the weight of his arm around her, the smell of their mingled sweat, the perfect quiet of a Saturday morning shared.
"What are you thinking about?" Adam asked, his fingers combing through her hair.
"This," Claire said, pressing a kiss to his chest. "Us. How lucky we are."
"Mmm." His hand stilled in her hair. "Sometimes I feel like we're tempting fate."
Claire lifted her head to look at him. "What do you mean?"
"I mean we're too happy. Too perfect. It makes me nervous."
She laughed, though something cold flickered in her chest at his words. "That's ridiculous. We're allowed to be happy."
"Are we?" Adam's eyes were serious now, searching her face. "Sometimes I wake up and think this can't last. Something this good—"
"Stop." Claire pressed her fingers to his lips. "Don't say things like that. Don't even think them."
Adam caught her hand, kissing her palm. "You're right. Sorry. I just... I love you so much it scares me sometimes."
"Love isn't supposed to scare you."
"This kind is," he said quietly. "The kind that would destroy you if you lost it."
Claire felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the morning air. She pulled the sheet higher, covering them both. "We're not going to lose it. We're not going to lose each other."
"Promise?"
The word hung between them, heavier than it should have been. Claire kissed him instead of answering, pouring all her love and certainty into the press of her lips against his.
"I need to get up," Adam said eventually, though he made no move to leave the bed.
"Five more minutes," Claire murmured, tightening her arms around him.
"I said that an hour ago."
"And yet here you are."
Adam chuckled, the sound rumbling in his chest. "You're a terrible influence, Claire Hart."
"The worst," she agreed, sliding her leg higher between his thighs.
"I'm supposed to do eighteen miles today."
"Eighteen?" Claire propped herself up on her elbow. "That's insane."
"It's training. Building up to twenty-six."
She shook her head, though she was smiling. "I will never understand why anyone would voluntarily run that far."
"Because it feels like flying," Adam said, his eyes bright with the particular enthusiasm he reserved for running. "When you hit your stride, when everything clicks—it's like you could run forever."
Claire traced patterns on his chest, loving the way he talked about running, even though she couldn't share his passion for it. She preferred capturing motion to creating it, finding beauty in stillness rather than speed.
"Come with me today," Adam said suddenly.
"Running? Absolutely not."
"Not running. Bike alongside me. Keep me company."
Claire considered it. She had work to do, photos to edit, emails to answer. But the sun was shining, and Adam's skin was warm beneath her hands, and the day stretched ahead of them full of possibility.
"Okay," she said. "But you're buying brunch after."
"Deal." Adam kissed her forehead, then her nose, then her lips. "Thank you."
"For what?"
"For coming with me. For being here. For—" He gestured vaguely at the space between them. "This."
Claire's heart squeezed with love so intense it was almost painful. "Always," she said.
They got up eventually, showering together in their small bathroom, Claire washing Adam's hair while he soaped her back. Everything felt heightened, significant—the steam on the mirror, the way Claire's wet hair clung to her shoulders, the careful attention Adam paid to every inch of her skin.
While Adam got his running gear together, Claire pulled on yoga pants and a tank top, tied her hair back, and found her bike helmet in the closet. She watched him stretch on their front steps, admiring the lean lines of his body, the easy way he moved through his routine.
"Ready?" he asked, bouncing slightly on his toes.
"Ready," Claire said, though something in her chest felt tight with sudden anxiety.
They set off together, Adam finding his rhythm quickly while Claire pedaled beside him on the quiet suburban streets of their neighborhood. The morning was perfect—warm but not hot, with a gentle breeze that carried the scent of blooming cherry trees. Other runners and cyclists shared the path, everyone part of the same Sunday morning ritual of bodies in motion.
Adam looked happy, relaxed, his breathing easy despite the pace. Claire watched him run and felt that familiar swell of pride and attraction. He was beautiful in motion, all fluid grace and contained power.
"You okay?" he called over to her.
"Perfect," she called back.
And it was perfect. The sun on her face, the rhythm of their movement, the easy companionship of doing something together even though they were each lost in their own experience of it. Claire found herself thinking about the photos she would take later, how she might capture this feeling of Saturday morning contentment, this sense of life unfolding exactly as it should.
They had covered maybe ten miles when Adam suggested they stop for water at the park where the running path intersected with the main road. Claire was grateful for the break—she wasn't used to this much sustained activity, and her legs were starting to ache.
"How do you feel?" Adam asked, passing her his water bottle.
"Like I'm definitely not a runner," Claire said, laughing. "But good. This is nice."
"Thanks for coming with me. I know it's not really your thing."
Claire studied his face, seeing something there she couldn't quite identify. "Hey," she said, touching his arm. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing's wrong."
"Adam."
He sighed, looking out at the road where cars passed in the distance. "I've been thinking about what I said earlier. About being too happy."
"I thought we decided not to think about that."
"I can't help it," he said quietly. "Sometimes I feel like I'm holding my breath, waiting for something to go wrong."
Claire felt that cold flicker again, stronger this time. "Why would something go wrong?"
"I don't know. Maybe it wouldn't. Maybe I'm just being paranoid." He looked at her then, his eyes serious. "I just want you to know that whatever happens, this—" He gestured between them. "—this is the best thing that's ever happened to me."
"Adam, you're scaring me."
"I'm sorry. I don't mean to." He pulled her close, kissing the top of her head. "Let's just... let's finish the run, okay? And then we'll go home and I'll make you pancakes and we'll spend the day in bed."
"Promise?"
"Promise."
They got back on the path, Adam picking up his pace slightly as they headed into the final miles. Claire followed, pushing herself to keep up, that strange anxiety still gnawing at her chest. She tried to shake it off, to focus on the sun and the movement and Adam's steady breathing beside her.
It was a perfect morning. Nothing was going to go wrong.
Nothing was going to change.
The intersection appeared ahead of them, the same one they'd crossed dozens of times before. Adam was in his zone now, lost in the rhythm of his stride, probably thinking about his split times or his breathing or the way his legs felt carrying him forward.
Claire was watching him instead of the road.
So neither of them saw the car until it was too late.
The sound of impact was unlike anything Claire had ever heard—metal and flesh and the terrible physics of bodies in motion meeting bodies at rest. Adam's body flew through the air with a grace that was wrong, unnatural, beautiful and horrible at the same time.
Time split in half. There was before the sound, and after. Before the sight of Adam's body hitting the asphalt, and after. Before the silence that followed, and after.
Claire screamed, but the sound seemed to come from somewhere outside herself. She was already off her bike, already running toward where Adam lay impossibly still in the middle of the road. Somewhere behind her, car doors were slamming, voices were shouting, but all she could see was Adam, motionless and broken on the pavement.
"Don't move him," someone was saying. "Don't move him, the ambulance is coming."
But Claire was already kneeling beside him, her hands hovering over his body, afraid to touch, afraid not to. His eyes were closed, blood seeping from a cut on his forehead. His right leg was bent at an angle that made her stomach lurch.
"Adam," she whispered. "Adam, please."
His eyes opened then, unfocused and glassy with pain. "Claire?"
"I'm here," she said, tears streaming down her face. "I'm right here."
"I can't..." He tried to move, then cried out in pain. "I can't feel my legs."
Claire's world narrowed to those four words. Everything else—the sirens approaching, the crowd gathering, the driver of the car sobbing apologies—faded to background noise. There was only Adam's face, pale with shock, and the terrible truth in his eyes.
"It's going to be okay," she said, though the words felt like lies in her mouth. "You're going to be okay."
But even as she said it, Claire knew that nothing would ever be okay again. The perfect morning, the perfect life they'd built together—it was over. Whatever came next would be something entirely different, something they would have to learn how to survive.
Adam's hand found hers, his grip weak but desperate. "Don't leave me," he whispered.
"Never," Claire said, holding tight. "I'll never leave you."
The paramedics arrived then, efficient and calm, taking over with professional competence. They loaded Adam onto a stretcher, started IVs, asked questions Claire couldn't focus enough to answer properly. She climbed into the ambulance beside him, still holding his hand, watching his face as consciousness drifted in and out.
In the space of a heartbeat, everything had changed.
The weight of perfect things, Claire realized, was that they made the fall so much farther when they shattered.
As the ambulance raced toward the hospital, sirens wailing, Claire pressed Adam's hand to her lips and tried to imagine a future that looked nothing like the one they'd planned. Tried to hold onto the memory of his body moving with fluid grace just minutes before, tried to believe that love could be enough to carry them through whatever came next.
But mostly, she just held on, and prayed to any god who might be listening that holding on would be enough.






  
  Chapter 2
Chicago Marathon


Four years earlier 
Claire first saw Adam at mile marker eighteen of the Chicago Marathon, sweat-soaked and beautiful in the October sun, his stride so fluid it looked like he was floating above the asphalt. She was there working, hired by Runner's World to capture the stories written on the faces of people pushing their bodies to the breaking point.
Through her telephoto lens, she watched him approach—tall and lean, dark hair plastered to his forehead, breathing controlled despite the pace that had left other runners struggling. There was something about his form that caught her artistic eye, the way he moved with unconscious grace even in the midst of suffering.
Claire adjusted her settings and fired off a series of shots as he passed. Later, when she reviewed them on her computer, she would see something in his expression that made her pause—not just determination, but joy. Pure, uncomplicated joy in the act of moving his body through space.
She didn't expect to see him again.
But three days later, Adam showed up at the coffee shop where she was editing photos, looking showered and rested but carrying the same quiet intensity she'd captured through her lens.
"Excuse me," he said, approaching her table with the nervous confidence of someone who'd been debating this conversation for days. "I think you might have taken my picture at the marathon."
Claire looked up from her laptop, taking in his brown eyes and the way he held himself—confident but not arrogant, friendly but with an edge of uncertainty that was surprisingly attractive.
"Mile eighteen?" she asked.
"You remember."
"You're hard to forget." The words slipped out before Claire could stop them, and she felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I mean, your form. Your running form. It's very photogenic."
Adam's smile was slow and genuine. "Can I see?"
Claire hesitated. She rarely showed unedited work to subjects, especially when she hadn't gotten permission to photograph them in the first place. But something about his expression—curious rather than demanding, hopeful rather than entitled—made her turn her laptop around.
Adam leaned closer to see the screen, and Claire caught his scent—clean soap and something that might have been cedar. On her laptop, a series of images showed him mid-stride, face intense with concentration, body a study in controlled power.
"Jesus," he breathed. "Is that really what I look like when I run?"
"You look like you were born to do it."
"I feel like I was." Adam glanced at her, then back at the screen. "These are incredible. You really captured something."
"What did I capture?"
Adam studied the photos for a long moment, his expression thoughtful. "Freedom, I think. The feeling of being exactly where you're supposed to be, doing exactly what you're supposed to be doing."
Claire felt something flutter in her chest at his response. Most people, when she showed them photographs of themselves, focused on technical details—whether they looked fat, whether their smile was crooked, whether the lighting was flattering. Adam was seeing the emotion she'd tried to capture, the story she'd attempted to tell.
"Mind if I sit?" he asked. "I'm Adam, by the way."
"Claire. And yes, you can sit."
Adam settled into the chair across from her, folding his long legs under the small café table. "So you're a professional photographer?"
"Trying to be. Right now I mostly do weddings and portraits to pay the bills, but sports photography is what I love."
"Why sports?"
Claire considered the question, trying to articulate something she'd never had to explain before. "I don't know... there's something raw about it. When people are exhausted, really pushing themselves, they can't fake anything. You see who they really are."
"And what did you see on my face?"
"Joy," Claire said without hesitation. "Most runners at mile eighteen look like they're suffering. You looked like you were exactly where you wanted to be."
Adam's smile was brilliant. "I was. Running is the only time I feel completely myself."
"What do you do when you're not running?"
"I'm an engineer. Civil engineering, mostly infrastructure projects. Bridges, water systems, things that are supposed to last forever."
"Things that connect people."
"I never thought of it that way, but yeah. I guess that's what I do—build things that bring people together."
They talked for two hours. About running and photography, about the challenge of capturing motion in still images, about the meditation of long-distance training and the zen of finding the perfect shot. Adam bought her another coffee, then another, and Claire found herself reluctant to pack up her equipment and end the conversation.
"I have a confession," Adam said as the afternoon light began to fade. "I didn't just happen to find you here."
Claire raised an eyebrow. "Stalker much?"
"Your business card was on the community board. I called your number and your voicemail said you'd be editing at Metropolis Coffee today."
"So you sought me out."
"I wanted to see the photos. But I also wanted to meet the person who could capture what running feels like from the outside."
"And what does it feel like from the inside?"
Adam was quiet for a moment, choosing his words carefully. "Like flying. Like I could run forever and never get tired."
Claire felt something shift in her chest—not just attraction, though there was plenty of that, but recognition. This was someone who understood the relationship between the physical and the spiritual, someone who found transcendence in the push of muscle and bone.
"Would you like to get dinner?" Adam asked suddenly. "I mean, if you're not busy. If you want to continue this conversation somewhere that doesn't smell like espresso."
Claire looked at him—really looked at him—taking in the way he held himself, the genuine interest in his eyes, the slight nervousness that suggested this mattered to him. She'd been on enough disappointing dates to be cautious, but something about Adam felt different. Authentic.
"Okay," she said. "But I choose the place."
"Deal."
Claire took him to her favorite Thai restaurant, a hole-in-the-wall place with terrible lighting and incredible food. Adam ordered curry so spicy it made his eyes water, but he finished every bite while telling her about his training regimen, his goal of qualifying for Boston, the way running had saved him from a job that was slowly crushing his spirit.
"What do you mean, crushing your spirit?" Claire asked.
"I got into engineering because I wanted to build things that mattered. But most of what I do now is municipal water projects—necessary but not exactly inspiring. I spend my days in meetings talking about pipe diameter and flow rates."
"And running is your escape?"
"Running is where I remember who I am underneath all that. Where I feel connected to my body, to the rhythm of my own heartbeat."
Claire watched him talk, noting the way his whole demeanor changed when he discussed running—more animated, more present, more alive. She'd seen the same transformation in her own face when people asked about photography.
"Show me," she said impulsively.
"Show you what?"
"How you run. Take me on one of your training runs."
Adam looked surprised. "You run?"
"Not like you do. But I can keep up on a bike. I want to see what you look like when you're in your element."
"You want to document me running?"
"I want to understand what I captured in those photos. I want to see if I can find that joy again through my lens."
Adam's expression grew serious. "Most people think I'm obsessive about running. They don't get why I wake up at five AM to run ten miles before work."
"I get up at dawn to catch golden hour light for portraits. Obsession recognizes obsession."
"In that case," Adam said, grinning, "meet me at Lakefront Trail tomorrow morning. Six AM."
"Six AM on a Saturday? Are you insane?"
"Completely. Is that a problem?"
Claire looked at this man who had sought her out to see photographs of himself, who talked about running like other people talked about religion, who ordered food so spicy it made him cry but finished it anyway. There was something authentic about him, something unguarded that she rarely encountered.
"No," she said. "It's not a problem."
The next morning, Claire arrived at the trail with her camera gear and a travel mug of coffee, prepared to cycle alongside Adam's run. But when she saw him stretching by the lake, she felt something she hadn't expected—nerves. Not professional anxiety about getting good shots, but personal nervousness about spending time with someone she was increasingly attracted to.
"You came," Adam said, looking genuinely pleased.
"I said I would."
"People say a lot of things. Not everyone follows through."
Claire adjusted her camera strap, trying to ignore the way the morning light caught in Adam's dark hair. "I always follow through."
"Good to know."
They set off together—Adam finding his rhythm quickly, Claire pedaling beside him with her camera ready. For the first few miles, she focused on work, capturing his form as he moved through the early morning light, the way other runners nodded in recognition as he passed, the peaceful expression on his face as he settled into his pace.
But gradually, Claire found herself less interested in taking photos and more interested in simply watching him. There was something hypnotic about his movement, the way he seemed to glide over the path with minimal effort. She could see why he described it as flying.
"How do you feel?" she called out after they'd covered about five miles.
"Like I could run forever," Adam called back, not even breathing hard.
"Show-off."
Adam's laugh was breathless but genuine. "Want to see something cool?"
Before Claire could answer, Adam veered off the main path onto a smaller trail that led toward the lakefront. Claire followed, her bike bumping over the uneven ground, until they emerged onto a stretch of beach that was completely empty except for the two of them and the lake stretching endlessly toward the horizon.
Adam slowed to a stop, his hands on his hips, breathing deeply as he looked out over the water.
"This is where I come when I need to think," he said. "When I need to remember why I love this city."
Claire dismounted her bike and stood beside him, taking in the view. The sun was fully up now, painting the lake in shades of gold and blue, the Chicago skyline visible in the distance like something from a postcard.
"It's beautiful," she said.
"So are you."
The words were quiet, almost lost in the sound of waves lapping against the shore. Claire turned to look at Adam, finding him watching her with an expression that made her stomach flutter.
"Adam—"
"I'm sorry. I know we just met. I know this might be too fast. But I couldn't not say it."
Claire studied his face, seeing honesty there, vulnerability that felt rare and precious. "It's not too fast."
"No?"
"No. But it is dangerous."
"Dangerous how?"
Claire thought about her pattern of relationships—the way she tended to fall hard and fast, the way she often confused physical attraction with emotional compatibility, the way she'd been hurt before by men who seemed authentic but turned out to be performing versions of themselves.
"I like you," she said simply. "More than I probably should after knowing you for eighteen hours."
"I like you too. More than I expected when I walked into that coffee shop."
"So what do we do about it?"
Adam was quiet for a moment, his gaze moving between her face and the lake beyond. When he spoke, his voice was thoughtful, careful.
"We take it slow. We get to know each other. We see if this feeling survives actual reality instead of just first-date conversation."
"And if it does?"
"Then we see what happens next."
Claire felt something settle in her chest—relief, maybe, or recognition. This was a man who understood that real connection took time to build, who wasn't trying to rush her into anything she wasn't ready for.
"I'd like that," she said.
"Good. Because I was hoping you'd let me take you to dinner again. Somewhere with better lighting this time, so I can actually see your face when we talk."
"You didn't like the romantic ambiance of fluorescent bulbs and laminated menus?"
"I liked the company. The ambiance could use some work."
Claire laughed, feeling lighter than she had in months. "Okay. But I have conditions."
"Name them."
"No more dawn runs for at least a week. I need time to recover from this experience."
"Deal. What else?"
"You have to let me show you the photos I took today. All of them, even the ones where you look like you're dying."
"I never look like I'm dying while running."
"We'll see about that."
They stood by the lake for another few minutes, talking about training schedules and photography equipment and the way the light changed throughout the day. Normal conversation that felt extraordinary because of the context, because of the possibility humming between them.
When they finally headed back toward the city, Claire realized she'd barely taken any photos in the last hour. She'd been too busy living the moment to document it, too interested in the man beside her to maintain professional distance.
It should have worried her. Instead, it felt like the beginning of something she'd been waiting for without knowing it.
Six months later, Adam would move into her apartment after spending most nights there anyway. A year after that, they'd find the house with the blue front door and the garden that needed planting. Two years later, Adam would propose on the same stretch of beach where he'd first told her she was beautiful.
But that morning by the lake, none of that was guaranteed. They were just two people who had found something worth exploring, something that felt like possibility wrapped in the golden light of early morning.
"Same time next week?" Adam asked as they reached the parking area where Claire had left her car.
"You're going to make me get up at dawn again?"
"I'm going to give you another chance to document greatness in motion."
"Your humility is truly inspiring."
"I contain multitudes."
Claire was still laughing as she loaded her bike into her car. Through the rear window, she could see Adam stretching again, cooling down from their run, and she felt that flutter in her chest transform into something warmer, more settled.
This was how it started—with photographs and coffee and a man who talked about running like it was religion. With early morning light and empty beaches and the recognition that some connections were worth the risk of believing in them.
This was how they began.






  
  Chapter 3
Building Something Real


Two years before the accident 
The first time Adam said he loved her, Claire was hanging upside down from a tree branch in Lincoln Park, trying to get the perfect angle for a portrait session with a family of acrobats. She'd been dating Adam for eight months, and he'd grown accustomed to her unconventional approaches to photography, but the sight of her suspended ten feet off the ground with twenty thousand dollars worth of camera equipment still made him nervous.
"Claire, please tell me you're wearing a safety harness under that jacket," he called up to her.
"I'm fine," she called back, adjusting her settings while the family arranged themselves in a human pyramid below. "I used to climb trees professionally."
"There's no such thing as climbing trees professionally."
"Adventure photography. I used to do shoots for outdoor gear companies."
"Used to?"
"Until I fell out of a tree in Yosemite and realized I was better at capturing other people's adventures than having my own."
Adam shook his head, but Claire could see him grinning despite his concern. This was their dynamic—his steady practicality balancing her creative impulsiveness, her artistic vision expanding his systematic worldview.
"Got it," Claire announced, snapping the final shots before beginning her descent. But as she swung down from the branch, her jacket caught on a smaller limb, throwing off her balance. She landed hard, camera clutched protectively to her chest, but with a twisted ankle that immediately began to throb.
"Jesus, Claire." Adam was beside her in seconds, his hands gentle but efficient as he examined her foot. "Can you move it?"
"It's fine. Just twisted."
"It's swelling. We need to ice it."
"I need to finish this shoot."
"The family can wait ten minutes."
"Adam—"
"I love you too much to watch you hurt yourself for a photograph."
The words hung in the air between them, unexpected and weighty. Claire stared at him, seeing surprise in his own eyes—as if he hadn't planned to say it but couldn't take it back now that he had.
"You love me?" she asked quietly.
Adam's cheeks flushed, but his gaze didn't waver. "Yeah. I do. Even when you're being reckless and giving me heart attacks."
"Especially when I'm being reckless?"
"Especially then."
Claire felt something settle in her chest, warm and sure and right. "I love you too."
"Even though I'm boring and worry too much?"
"You're not boring. You're steady. There's a difference."
"Is there?"
"Boring people don't spend their Saturday afternoons watching their girlfriend hang from trees so she can take better pictures."
"Fair point."
Adam helped her to the nearby bench, and they finished the shoot with Claire directing from a seated position while Adam assisted with equipment. The family was charmed by their obvious affection, and some of Claire's favorite images from that day included Adam in the background, his face soft with love and amusement as he watched her work.
Later, in Adam's apartment with ice on her ankle and takeout Chinese spread across his coffee table, Claire found herself studying his face in the lamplight.
"What?" Adam asked, following her gaze.
"I'm trying to figure out when exactly I fell in love with you."
"And?"
"I think it was the third time you came to watch me work. The engagement shoot in Millennium Park."
"Why that day?"
"Because you brought coffee for all three of us—me, the bride, and the groom. And you stood there for two hours holding reflectors and making everyone laugh, and you never once acted like it was beneath you or boring."
"It wasn't boring. I was watching you do something you love."
"That's my point. You were genuinely interested in my work, not just tolerating it to spend time with me."
Adam considered this. "When did you know I loved you?"
"Before you said it today. Probably... when you started learning photography terminology so you could understand what I was talking about."
"I bought a book."
"You bought three books. And you practiced with your phone camera so you could give me helpful feedback on compositions."
"I wanted to be useful to you."
Claire reached for his hand, intertwining their fingers. "You are useful to me. But that's not why I love you."
"Why do you love me?"
The question was asked lightly, but Claire could hear the genuine curiosity underneath. This was something she adored about Adam—his interest in understanding not just what people felt, but why they felt it.
"I







