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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
All Aboard the Disaster Express


Life had a twisted sense of humor, and apparently, it had decided that Thursday morning was the perfect time to showcase its comedic timing. Zoe Carter was sprinting through Penn Station like her life depended on it, dragging a suitcase with a rebellious wheel behind her and clutching a coffee that was doing its best impression of a volcanic eruption. 
"Excuse me! Sorry! Coming through!" she yelled, weaving between commuters who looked like they'd rather be anywhere else. Which, honestly, she could relate to right about now.
Her phone buzzed against her ear where she had it wedged between her shoulder and her cheek – a multitasking move that would've impressed circus performers but was currently making her look like she was having an argument with herself.
"Maya, I swear to God, if you're calling to tell me I forgot something else—"
"Relax, disaster queen," her best friend's voice crackled through the speaker. "I'm just calling to remind you not to die on this train. Your mom will kill me if I have to explain how you managed to get yourself murdered on public transportation."
"Very encouraging, thanks." Zoe dodged a businessman who was glued to his phone and nearly took out a family of tourists in the process. "And I'm not a disaster queen. I'm just... temporarily challenged by time management."
"Uh-huh. Is that what we're calling showing up twenty minutes late for a train you booked three weeks ago?"
Zoe winced. Maya had a point, but she wasn't about to admit it. "The subway was delayed! And then my Uber driver decided to take a scenic route through every single pothole in Manhattan. It's not my fault the universe is conspiring against me."
"The universe isn't conspiring against you, Zo. You're just really good at creating your own chaos." There was fondness in Maya's voice, the kind that came from years of friendship and watching Zoe stumble through life with the grace of a drunk flamingo. "Now stop talking to me and catch that damn train before you have to explain to your boss why you missed the biggest client meeting of your career."
"Right. Train. Meeting. Not dying. Got it." Zoe ended the call and shoved her phone into her jacket pocket, immediately regretting it when she felt it slip through a hole she'd forgotten about. "Shit, shit, shit!"
She came to an abrupt stop, nearly causing a pileup behind her, and started patting down her jacket frantically. A woman in a pristine business suit gave her a look that could've frozen hell, but Zoe was too busy having a minor breakdown to care.
"Looking for this?"
The voice was low, amused, and unfortunately familiar. Zoe's blood turned to ice as she slowly turned around, and there he was – Liam Edwards, holding her phone with that infuriating smirk she remembered way too well.
For a moment, the chaos of Penn Station faded into background noise. All she could see were those green eyes that had once made her forget her own name, and that messy brown hair that always looked like he'd just rolled out of bed. He was wearing a gray sweater that hugged his shoulders in a way that should've been illegal, and dark jeans that... nope. She wasn't going there.
"Liam." His name came out as barely more than a whisper, and she immediately cleared her throat, trying to salvage some dignity. "What the hell are you doing here?"
"Nice to see you too, sunshine." He held out her phone, and when she reached for it, their fingers brushed. The contact lasted maybe half a second, but it was enough to send an unwelcome jolt of electricity up her arm. "I was just minding my own business when this crazy woman nearly took me out while having what appeared to be a very dramatic phone conversation."
"I wasn't being dramatic," she protested, then immediately realized how defensive she sounded. "And I didn't nearly take you out. You were in my way."
"Your way?" He raised an eyebrow, and damn him, it was still stupidly attractive. "Pretty sure this is a public station, not your personal runway."
Zoe felt her cheeks burn. Three years. It had been three years since she'd seen him, since their spectacular flameout of a breakup, and here he was, looking annoyingly good and making her feel like the same flustered college girl who used to lose her mind every time he smiled at her.
"Whatever," she muttered, grabbing her phone and shoving it securely into her purse this time. "Thanks for the phone. I have a train to catch."
She turned to walk away, but his voice stopped her.
"The Lake Shore Limited to Chicago?"
Zoe's stomach dropped to somewhere around her ankles. She turned back slowly, hoping against hope that she'd misheard him. "I'm sorry, what?"
Liam's smirk had faded, replaced by an expression that looked suspiciously like panic. "The 3:40 to Chicago. That's your train, right?"
"No." The word came out flat, definitive. "No, absolutely not. There is no way we're taking the same train. The universe is not that cruel."
But even as she said it, she could see the truth in his eyes. He was holding a ticket in his hand, and she'd bet her left kidney it had the same departure time as hers.
"Look, Zoe—"
"Attention passengers, the Lake Shore Limited to Chicago is now boarding on Track 11. All aboard!"
The announcement echoed through the station, and Zoe felt her last hope die a slow, painful death. She looked at Liam, who was looking back at her with the same expression of horror she was pretty sure was plastered across her own face.
"This is fine," she said, more to herself than to him. "It's a big train. Hundreds of seats. We probably won't even see each other."
Liam nodded enthusiastically. "Exactly. Big train. Lots of people. We'll be like ships passing in the night."
"Ships that used to have really loud, messy breakups," Zoe added under her breath.
"I heard that."
"You were supposed to."
They stood there for a moment, the awkwardness so thick you could've cut it with a knife. Around them, people were starting to move toward Track 11, and Zoe realized they were about to miss the train if they didn't get moving.
"Well," she said finally, adjusting her grip on her suitcase handle. "I guess we should... go. You know. Separately. To our separate seats. In different cars. Preferably on different planets, but the train will have to do."
"Right. Separately." But neither of them moved.
The second boarding announcement crackled over the speakers, and that finally got them going. They walked toward Track 11 in the most awkward parallel formation known to mankind, both trying to pretend the other didn't exist while simultaneously being hyperaware of every step.
Zoe's mind was racing. Of all the trains, in all the stations, in all the world, he had to walk into hers. Okay, technically she'd walked into him, but that was beside the point. The point was that she was about to spend the next eighteen hours on the same train as the one person she'd spent the last three years trying to forget.
The one person who'd seen her at her most vulnerable, who'd made her laugh until her sides hurt, who'd held her while she cried over her dad's cancer diagnosis. The same person who'd walked away when things got too real, too complicated, too much.
The same person who still made her heart race just by existing in her general vicinity, and wasn't that just perfect?
They reached the platform, and Zoe pulled out her ticket with shaking hands. Car 4890, Roomette B. At least it was a private room. She could lock herself in and avoid any more mortifying encounters.
"Car number?" Liam asked, and she realized he was reading over her shoulder.
"None of your business," she replied automatically, then felt bad for being snippy. They were adults. They could handle being on the same train without it turning into a disaster. "Car 4890."
The color drained from his face. "What roomette?"
A cold dread was starting to settle in her stomach. "B. Why?"
Liam held up his ticket, and Zoe's world tilted on its axis. Car 4890, Roomette B.
"There has to be a mistake," she said, her voice climbing toward hysteria. "This is impossible. I booked this weeks ago. There's no way—"
"Ma'am? Sir?" A conductor appeared beside them, looking harried and tired. "Are you folks having trouble finding your car?"
"Yes," Zoe said, thrusting her ticket at him. "There's been some kind of error. We both have tickets for the same roomette, which is obviously impossible because—"
"Oh, you're the couple in 4890B," the conductor said cheerfully, and Zoe choked on her own spit. "Yes, I have a note about you folks. There was a computer glitch in our reservation system, and we had to consolidate some bookings due to an overbooked train. But don't worry, we upgraded you to our deluxe accommodation – it's got a full-size bed instead of the usual narrow bunks."
"We're not a couple," Liam said quickly. "There's been a mistake."
The conductor's smile faltered slightly. "Oh. Well, that's... that's unfortunate. I'm afraid we're completely sold out, so there's no way to change the arrangement. But the room is quite spacious! And it's only for one night."
"One night?" Zoe's voice came out as a squeak.
"Eighteen hours, to be precise. You'll be in Chicago by tomorrow morning." The conductor was already backing away, clearly sensing the impending meltdown. "Car 4890 is right this way. I'm sure you folks will work it out!"
And then he was gone, leaving Zoe and Liam standing on the platform, staring at each other in mutual horror.
"This is not happening," Zoe said.
"This is definitely not happening," Liam agreed.
The final boarding call echoed across the platform, and they realized they had about thirty seconds to make a decision: get on the train and deal with the most awkward eighteen hours of their lives, or miss their respective commitments and face the professional consequences.
"Fuck," Zoe muttered.
"Yeah," Liam said. "Pretty much."
They looked at each other one more time, and in that moment, Zoe saw her own resignation reflected in his eyes. This was happening, whether they liked it or not.
"Ground rules," she said as they hurried toward the train car. "We are not friends. We are not going to reminisce about old times. We are two adults who are temporarily sharing a space due to circumstances beyond our control."
"Agreed," Liam said, hoisting his bag over his shoulder. "Temporary roommates. Nothing more."
"Exactly. And when we get to Chicago, we go our separate ways and pretend this never happened."
"Deal."
They climbed aboard the train, and Zoe tried to ignore the way her heart was pounding. It was just eighteen hours. How bad could it be?
As if in answer to her question, the train lurched forward just as she was stepping into the narrow corridor, and she went flying straight into Liam's chest. His arms came up automatically to steady her, and suddenly they were pressed together in the tiny space, her hands flat against his sweater, his face inches from hers.
For a moment, neither of them moved. Zoe could smell his cologne – the same one he'd worn in college, cedar and something indefinably masculine that made her want to bury her face in his neck. She could feel the solid warmth of his chest under her palms, could see the flecks of gold in his green eyes.
"Sorry," she whispered, and her voice came out breathier than she'd intended.
"It's okay," he murmured back, and his voice was rough in a way that sent heat spiraling through her.
They stayed frozen like that for what felt like an eternity but was probably only a few seconds, until another passenger trying to get by cleared their throat loudly behind them.
Zoe jumped back like she'd been burned, her cheeks flaming. "Roomette B," she said quickly, consulting her ticket again even though she'd memorized the information. "Let's just... find it."
"Right. Yes. Roomette B."
They made their way down the narrow corridor, past other passengers settling into their seats, past the dining car with its cheerful chatter, until they reached the sleeper section. The numbers on the doors counted down – 4890D, 4890C, and finally...
"4890B," Liam read aloud, and they both stared at the door like it might bite them.
"Okay," Zoe said, taking a deep breath. "We can do this. We're adults. Mature, responsible adults who can handle one night in close quarters without it being weird."
"Absolutely," Liam agreed. "Totally mature."
Zoe slid the door open, and they both peered inside.
The roomette was... small. Really small. There was a narrow bench seat that clearly converted into a bed, a tiny fold-down table, and a window that took up most of one wall. There was barely enough floor space for one person to stand comfortably, let alone two people with luggage and a complicated romantic history.
"Cozy," Liam said weakly.
"That's one word for it." Zoe stepped inside and immediately regretted it when Liam followed her, making the space feel even more claustrophobic. "I call the window seat."
"Fine by me." He set his bag on the floor and immediately tripped over her suitcase. "Jesus, what did you pack in here? Rocks?"
"Just the essentials," Zoe said defensively, trying to maneuver around him to stow her bag in the overhead compartment. But the space was so tight that every time she moved, she bumped into him, and every bump sent little shocks of awareness through her system.
"Here, let me—" He reached for her suitcase at the same time she did, and their hands collided. Again.
"I've got it," she said quickly, pulling her hand back.
"I can help—"
"I don't need help."
"Zoe, just let me—"
"I said I've got it!"
She yanked the suitcase up with more force than necessary, and it flew out of her hands, crashed into the overhead compartment, bounced back, and hit Liam square in the head.
"Oh my God!" Zoe dropped to her knees beside him as he sat down heavily on the bench, one hand pressed to his forehead. "I'm so sorry! Are you okay? Let me see."
She reached for his hand, trying to pull it away from his head to assess the damage, and he looked up at her with those damn green eyes that still made her stomach flutter.
"I'm fine," he said, but he didn't move his hand away. Instead, he let her gently examine his forehead, her fingers light against his skin.
"You're going to have a bump," she murmured, tracing the edge of what was definitely going to be a bruise. "I'm really sorry. I didn't mean to—"
"I know." His voice was soft, and when she looked down at him, she found he was staring at her with an expression she couldn't quite read. "You never mean to cause chaos, Zo. It just follows you around."
The nickname hit her like a punch to the chest. He used to call her that all the time – Zo, sunshine, trouble. Terms of endearment that had made her feel cherished and special and loved.
Terms of endearment that had no business being used now, in this tiny room, with his face so close to hers that she could count his eyelashes.
She pulled her hand back abruptly and stood up, putting as much distance between them as the cramped space would allow.
"Right. Well. You're not dying, so that's good." Her voice came out sharper than she'd intended, a defense mechanism she'd perfected over the years. "Maybe we should establish some kind of schedule. For the room, I mean. Take turns or something."
Liam was still looking at her with that unreadable expression. "A schedule."
"Yes. Like, you can have the room from, say, noon to six, and I'll take six to midnight, and then we'll figure out the sleeping situation when we get to it."
"The sleeping situation." He stood up, and suddenly the room felt even smaller. "You mean the part where we're supposed to share a bed?"
Zoe's mouth went dry. She'd been trying very hard not to think about that particular aspect of their predicament, but now that he'd said it out loud, it was all she could think about.
Sharing a bed with Liam Edwards. The same bed where they'd once spent entire weekends, talking and laughing and making love until they were both breathless and spent. The same bed where she'd fallen asleep in his arms more times than she could count, feeling safer and happier than she ever had in her life.
The same bed she'd cried in after he'd walked away.
"We'll figure it out," she said quickly. "Maybe one of us can sleep on the floor."
"Zoe, this floor is about the size of a postage stamp. And the train's going to be moving all night. Whoever sleeps down there is going to get rolled around like a sock in a dryer."
He had a point, but she wasn't ready to face the alternative. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
"Then we'll take shifts," she said. "Sleep in four-hour increments or something."
"That's ridiculous. We're both adults. We can share a bed for one night without it being a big deal."
The casual way he said it stung more than it should have. Without it being a big deal. Right. Because what they'd had hadn't been a big deal either, apparently. Just another college relationship that had run its course.
"Fine," she said coolly. "Whatever. It's just sleeping."
"Just sleeping," he agreed, but there was something in his voice that made her look at him sharply. He was watching her with those intense green eyes, and for a moment, the air between them crackled with tension.
The train swayed around a curve, and Zoe had to grab the wall to keep from falling. The movement broke the spell, and she turned to look out the window, watching the New York suburbs blur past.
"So," Liam said after a moment, settling back onto the bench. "Chicago. Business or pleasure?"
It was an obvious attempt to fill the awkward silence, and Zoe was grateful for it. Normal conversation. They could do normal conversation.
"Business," she said, still looking out the window. "Big client meeting tomorrow. You?"
"Wedding. My cousin's getting married on Saturday."
"That's nice." She risked a glance at him. "Anyone I know?"
"Danny. You met him a few times."
She remembered Danny – tall, goofy, always making terrible jokes that somehow managed to be funny anyway. He'd been at a few of the parties they'd gone to together, back when they were together, back when going to parties as a couple had been a thing they did.
"That's great," she said, and meant it. "I always liked Danny."
"He liked you too. He actually asked about you a few times after..." Liam trailed off, clearly realizing where that sentence was heading.
"After we broke up," Zoe finished. "You can say it, Liam. It's not like it's some dark secret."
"Right. After we broke up."
Another awkward silence descended, broken only by the rhythmic clacking of the train wheels on the tracks. Zoe found herself studying Liam's reflection in the window, noting the changes three years had brought. His face was a little leaner, his shoulders a little broader. There were tiny lines around his eyes that hadn't been there before, and she wondered what had put them there.
"So," she said finally, turning back to face him. "What have you been up to? Besides attending weddings and giving innocent women concussions with their own luggage."
That earned her a small smile. "You know, the usual. Work, work, and more work. You?"
"Same. Climbing the corporate ladder one spreadsheet at a time."
"Still at Morrison & Associates?"
She was surprised he remembered. "Yeah, but I made senior analyst last year. Hence the big client meeting that I absolutely cannot miss."
"Congratulations. That's huge."
"Thanks." The genuine warmth in his voice caught her off guard. She'd expected things to be awkward between them – they were awkward – but she hadn't expected him to still be... nice. Supportive. Like he actually cared about her success.
Which was ridiculous, because if he'd cared, he wouldn't have walked away in the first place.
"What about you?" she asked, pushing that thought away. "Still doing the architect thing?"
"Yeah, I actually started my own firm about a year ago. It's small, but we're starting to get some decent projects."
"Wow, that's amazing. Your own firm." She tried to ignore the little flutter of pride in her chest. Starting your own business was terrifying and brave and exactly the kind of thing Liam would do. "Congratulations."
"Thanks. It's been... an adventure."
They lapsed into silence again, but this time it felt less hostile and more... nostalgic. Like they were both remembering the dreams they used to share, the plans they used to make. Liam had always talked about starting his own firm someday, and she'd encouraged him, believed in him even when he didn't believe in himself.
The train swayed again, and this time Zoe was ready for it. She gripped the edge of the window frame and watched the landscape change from suburban sprawl to open countryside. Fields and forests flashed by, bathed in the golden light of late afternoon.
"It's beautiful," she murmured, almost to herself.
"Yeah, it is." But when she glanced at him, he wasn't looking out the window. He was looking at her.
Their eyes met, and for a moment, the years fell away. She was twenty-three again, young and hopeful and completely head-over-heels in love with the man sitting across from her. And from the expression on his face, she thought maybe he was remembering too.
The moment stretched between them, fragile and charged with possibility, until the PA system crackled to life.
"Ladies and gentlemen, we'll be making a brief stop in Albany in approximately fifteen minutes. Please remain seated while the train is in motion."
The announcement broke the spell, and they both looked away quickly. Zoe cleared her throat and checked her phone, desperate for something to do with her hands.
"I should probably call my boss," she said. "Let her know I'm on the train."
"Good idea. I should check in with Danny too, make sure he hasn't called off the wedding in a panic."
They both pulled out their phones, grateful for the excuse to avoid eye contact. But as Zoe scrolled through her messages, she found herself acutely aware of Liam's presence just a few feet away. The way he ran his hand through his hair when he was thinking. The low rumble of his voice as he left a voicemail. The familiar way he laughed at something Danny said when his cousin called him back.
It was going to be a very long eighteen hours.
The train began to slow as they approached Albany, and Zoe watched the platform come into view through the window. A few passengers got off, a few more got on, and then they were moving again, picking up speed as they headed deeper into upstate New York.
"So," Liam said, putting his phone away. "Eighteen hours."
"Eighteen hours," Zoe agreed.
"We can do this."
"Absolutely. We're adults."
"Mature adults."
"Very mature."
But as the train carried them west through the fading afternoon light, toward Chicago and whatever awaited them there, Zoe couldn't shake the feeling that the next eighteen hours were going to test exactly how adult and mature they really were.
And she wasn't entirely sure they were going to pass.






  
  Chapter 2
Dining Car Disasters


By the time the dinner service announcement crackled through the train's speakers at six o'clock, Zoe had already reorganized her purse twice, checked her email seventeen times, and was seriously considering throwing herself out the window just to escape the suffocating tension in their tiny roomette. 
The problem wasn't that she and Liam were fighting. Fighting would have been easier. The problem was that they were being aggressively polite to each other, like strangers forced to share an elevator for eternity. Every interaction was carefully measured, every word weighed for potential offense or hidden meaning.
"Excuse me, could you pass the water bottle?"
"Of course, absolutely, here you go."
"Thank you so much."
"You're very welcome."
It was excruciating.
"I think I'm going to get some dinner," Zoe announced, jumping up from the bench seat where she'd been pretending to read the same page of her book for twenty minutes. "You know, stretch my legs. Get some fresh air."
Liam looked up from his laptop, where he'd been typing the same email for the past hour. "Fresh air? We're on a train."
"Fresher air, then. Air that doesn't smell like..." She gestured vaguely around the room.
"Like what?"
Like you, she thought but didn't say. Like cedar cologne and memories and the particular brand of heartbreak that only came from sitting three feet away from the person who used to know every inch of your body and now could barely look you in the eye.
"Like small spaces," she said instead. "I'm feeling a little claustrophobic."
It wasn't entirely a lie. The roomette was approximately the size of a walk-in closet, and having Liam's long legs stretched out across half the available floor space wasn't helping matters. Every time she moved, she had to be careful not to step on him, and every time he shifted position, she was reminded of how his body used to fit perfectly against hers.
"I could come with you," he offered, already starting to close his laptop. "I mean, if you want company. Not that you need company. I just thought... if you're going to eat anyway..."
"That's okay," Zoe said quickly, perhaps a little too quickly, because something flickered across his face. Hurt, maybe, or disappointment. "I mean, you seem busy with work stuff, and I don't want to interrupt."
"Right. Work stuff." He reopened his laptop with more force than necessary. "Have a good dinner."
Zoe grabbed her purse and practically fled from the roomette, closing the door behind her with more relief than was probably healthy. The narrow corridor felt spacious after the cramped confines of their shared space, and she took a moment to just breathe.
This was ridiculous. She was a grown woman with a successful career and a healthy social life and absolutely no reason to be thrown off balance by her college ex-boyfriend. So what if he still made her pulse race? So what if his smile still did things to her that should be illegal in forty-eight states? She was over him. Completely, totally, one hundred percent over him.
She'd been telling herself that for three years, and someday she might even believe it.
The dining car was busier than she'd expected, filled with the cheerful chatter of passengers settling in for the evening meal. Zoe found an empty table by the window and settled in with a menu, grateful for the distraction of choosing between chicken marsala and vegetarian pasta.
"Mind if I join you?"
She looked up to find an elderly woman with silver hair and kind eyes standing beside her table, holding a cup of tea.
"Of course," Zoe said, gesturing to the empty seat across from her. "Please."
"Thank you, dear. I'm Eleanor." The woman settled into her seat with a grateful sigh. "These old bones aren't built for train travel, but my grandson insists it's more romantic than flying. I told him romance is wasted on someone my age, but he wouldn't hear it."
Zoe smiled. "I'm Zoe. And I think romance is timeless."
"Do you now?" Eleanor's eyes twinkled with mischief. "Speaking from experience?"
"Oh, no. I mean, not recently. I'm actually..." Zoe paused, not sure how to explain her situation without sounding completely pathetic. "I'm traveling alone. Business trip."
"Mmm." Eleanor sipped her tea, clearly not buying it. "And what business requires such beautiful young women to travel cross-country looking like they've seen a ghost?"
Zoe nearly choked on her water. "I don't look like I've seen a ghost."
"Honey, I've been around for seventy-eight years. I know heartbreak when I see it." Eleanor leaned forward conspiratorially. "Want to tell old Eleanor what's got you so twisted up?"
Maybe it was the kind eyes, or maybe it was the fact that she desperately needed to talk to someone who wasn't Liam or herself, but Zoe found herself spilling the whole story. The chance encounter at Penn Station, the ticket mix-up, the awkward roomette situation, the whole messy history of their relationship and its spectacular ending.
Eleanor listened without judgment, occasionally making sympathetic noises or asking clarifying questions. When Zoe finally finished, she sat back in her chair, feeling oddly lighter.
"Well," Eleanor said thoughtfully, "that's quite a pickle."
"That's one way to put it."
"Tell me about him. This Liam. What was he like when you were together?"
Zoe hesitated. She'd spent three years trying not to think about what Liam had been like when they were together, because remembering the good times only made the bad times hurt worse.
"He was..." She searched for the right words. "He was my best friend. We could talk for hours about everything and nothing. He made me laugh until my sides hurt, and he believed in me even when I didn't believe in myself. He used to bring me coffee in bed on Sunday mornings and read me the funny parts of the newspaper."
"Sounds lovely."
"He was. That's what made it so hard when..." Zoe shook her head. "Sorry, you don't need to hear all this."
"On the contrary, I find it fascinating. What happened? What went wrong?"
Zoe stared out the window at the darkening landscape, remembering. "Life, I guess. We were seniors in college, about to graduate, and suddenly everything was changing. He got an offer from a firm in Seattle, I got accepted to a graduate program in New York. We tried to figure out how to make it work long-distance, but..."
"But?"
"But he didn't want to try. He said it would be too hard, that we'd both end up miserable, that it was better to end things while we still cared about each other." The words still tasted bitter after all these years. "He said he loved me too much to put us both through that."
Eleanor made a soft sound of understanding. "And you wanted to try?"
"I wanted to fight for us. I thought love was supposed to be worth fighting for. But he'd already made up his mind." Zoe's voice caught slightly. "He packed up his stuff and left the next day. I didn't hear from him for two years."
"Two years?"
"He sent me a text on my birthday. Just 'Happy birthday, hope you're doing well.' Like we were acquaintances instead of..." She trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.
"Instead of two people who'd shared their hearts with each other."
"Yeah."
They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, watching the countryside roll by. The sun was setting, painting the sky in shades of pink and gold, and Zoe found herself thinking about all the sunsets she and Liam had watched together from their dorm room window.
"Can I ask you something, dear?" Eleanor said finally.
"Sure."
"Do you still love him?"
The question hit her like a physical blow. She opened her mouth to deny it, to say of course not, to insist that she'd moved on completely. But the words wouldn't come.
"I..." She swallowed hard. "I don't know. I thought I was over him. I really did. But seeing him again..."
"Brought it all back."
"Like a tidal wave." Zoe laughed shakily. "God, I sound pathetic, don't I? Pining over some guy who walked away three years ago."
"You sound human," Eleanor said gently. "Love doesn't follow convenient timelines, honey. It doesn't care about your pride or your plans or your perfectly reasonable decision to move on. It just is."
"But what's the point?" Zoe's voice rose slightly, earning glances from nearby tables. She lowered it to a whisper. "Even if I still have feelings for him, even if there's still something there, he made his choice. He chose to leave."
"People change, dear. Circumstances change. Maybe he's had three years to regret that choice."
"Or maybe he's spent three years being grateful he made it."
Eleanor reached across the table and patted Zoe's hand. "Only one way to find out."
Before Zoe could ask what she meant, a familiar figure appeared at the edge of her vision. Liam was standing near the entrance to the dining car, scanning the room with that slightly lost expression he got when he was looking for something. When his eyes found hers, his whole face lit up with relief.
He started walking toward their table, and Zoe's heart did that annoying flutter thing it always did when he was near.
"There you are," he said when he reached them, his voice carrying a note of something that might have been worry. "I was starting to think you'd jumped off the train."
"Just having dinner," Zoe replied, trying to sound casual. "Liam, this is Eleanor. Eleanor, this is Liam."
Eleanor's eyes positively sparkled as she looked between them. "Ah, the famous Liam. How lovely to finally meet you."
Liam shot Zoe a questioning look, clearly wondering exactly what she'd been saying about him, but Eleanor was already patting the seat beside her.
"Sit, sit! I was just telling Zoe how romantic train travel is. There's something about being in motion, don't you think? All that possibility, all that time to really talk to someone."
"Eleanor believes in the romance of travel," Zoe explained, shooting the older woman a warning look that was completely ignored.
"Among other things," Eleanor said cheerfully. "Are you going to order dinner, Liam? The chicken marsala is supposed to be excellent."
"I... actually, I was just coming to check on Zoe. Make sure she hadn't gotten lost."
"How thoughtful," Eleanor beamed. "A man who looks after the people he cares about. I approve."
Zoe wanted to crawl under the table. Or possibly throw herself out the window. Both seemed like viable options at this point.
"We're not... I mean, we're just..." Zoe stumbled over the words, not sure how to explain their situation without going into the whole messy history.
"They're figuring things out," Eleanor said smoothly. "Aren't you, dears?"
"Something like that," Liam said, his voice carefully neutral. But when Zoe looked at him, there was something unreadable in his expression.
"Well, I should let you two young people have some privacy," Eleanor said, standing up with her tea cup. "It was lovely meeting you both. And Zoe?" She leaned down and whispered in her ear, just loud enough for Liam to hear, "Take the leap, honey. Life's too short for regrets."
And then she was gone, leaving Zoe and Liam alone at the table with nothing but the ghost of her matchmaking interference hanging in the air.
"So," Liam said, sliding into the seat Eleanor had vacated. "That was subtle."
"She means well."
"I'm sure she does." He picked up the menu, but she could tell he wasn't really reading it. "What did you tell her about us?"
"The truth. That we used to date, that we broke up, that this whole situation is awkward as hell."
"And she decided to play cupid."
"Eleanor is seventy-eight years old and believes in romance. I think she sees a young couple and immediately starts planning their wedding."
"We're not a couple."
The words stung, even though they were true. "I know that."
"I just wanted to be clear."
"Crystal clear. Message received."
They sat in uncomfortable silence for a moment, both pretending to study their menus. Zoe could feel the weight of everything unsaid hanging between them, all the conversations they'd never had, all the explanations that had never been given.
"I'm sorry," Liam said finally. "That came out wrong. I didn't mean to be..."
"An ass?"
"I was going to say blunt, but ass works too." He set down his menu and looked at her directly. "This is weird for me too, Zo. Being here with you, pretending everything's normal when we both know it's not."
The nickname again. It did things to her chest that she didn't want to analyze.
"Then maybe we should stop pretending," she said. "Maybe we should just acknowledge that this is weird and awkward and we're both handling it badly."
"I can live with that."
"Good. So can I."
The waiter appeared at their table, pad in hand, clearly hoping they were ready to order. Zoe realized she hadn't actually read the menu at all.
"The chicken marsala," she said quickly. "And a glass of white wine."
"Make that two," Liam added. "And maybe some bread to start."
When the waiter left, they found themselves alone again, but somehow the atmosphere felt less charged. Acknowledging the awkwardness had somehow defused it, at least partially.
"So," Zoe said, fidgeting with







