
Table of Contents

Holding Quiet Hands (Beyond Binary Books, #22)

Chapter One — The Space Between Palms

Chapter Two — Learning How to Sit Together

Chapter Three — What Isn’t Asked For

Chapter Four — The Weight of Gentle Things

Chapter Five — Almost, and Then Not

Chapter Six — Hands That Stay

Chapter Seven — The Language of Stillness

Chapter Eight — When Quiet Becomes Loud

Chapter Nine — Naming Without Claiming

Chapter Ten — Holding Without Holding On

Chapter Eleven — The Fear of Being Chosen

Chapter Twelve — Asking to Stay

Chapter Thirteen — What It Means to Be Here

Chapter Fourteen — Quiet Hands, Held

Chapter Fifteen — Enough

Sign up for Mitch Miller's Mailing List


Holding Quiet Hands

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One — The Space Between Palms

[image: ]


They did not meet in a way that would later feel important.

There was no collision, no spilled coffee, no shared joke that lingered like a hook. There was only a quiet room with too many chairs and not enough people, and the way Rowan chose a seat one space away from Claire instead of directly beside her.

It was a small decision. He noticed it only because it felt intentional, though he hadn’t planned it to be. The chair between them remained empty, holding nothing but air and the faint hum of the building settling around them.

The room smelled like paper and dust warmed by afternoon light. A public space meant for waiting—appointments, workshops, things that began without ceremony. Claire had arrived early and folded herself inward, ankles crossed, hands resting loosely in her lap. Not clasped. Not guarded. Just there.

Rowan registered her presence before her face. The stillness. The way she occupied space without claiming it. It made him slow down.

He sat.

For a while, neither of them moved.

Outside, a bus exhaled at the curb. Somewhere deeper in the building, a door clicked shut. The sounds felt distant, as if the room had decided to hold its breath.

Rowan let his hands rest on his thighs. He was aware of them in a way he usually wasn’t—aware of how close they were to the empty chair, to the idea of another set of hands occupying the space beside his. He resisted the urge to fidget.

Claire shifted first. Just enough to uncross her ankles. The fabric of her sleeve brushed her wrist. Rowan felt the movement like a change in weather.

She didn’t look at him. That mattered.

People often looked too quickly, searching for entry points, for reasons to speak. Claire’s gaze stayed forward, respectful in its distance. It made the silence feel shared rather than awkward.

Rowan wondered if she felt it too—the quiet that wasn’t empty, the pause that didn’t demand filling.

He glanced sideways once, brief enough to be harmless.

Her profile was calm, unguarded. There was something steady about the way she breathed, as though she trusted the room not to rush her. A loose strand of hair had escaped whatever restraint had tried to tame it, curving gently along her cheek.

She noticed him looking—not because he lingered, but because she was attentive.

Their eyes met.

It lasted no more than a second.

Not a spark. Not a jolt.

Just recognition.

Claire offered a small nod, more acknowledgment than greeting. Rowan returned it before he could think better of it. The exchange felt complete, requiring nothing more.

He looked back to his hands.

The space between them remained.

Time moved in small increments. Someone entered the room and chose a seat far away. Another left. The empty chair between Rowan and Claire stayed empty, like a held breath neither of them was ready to release.

Rowan became aware of a subtle tension—not discomfort, but awareness. The sense of being near something delicate. He’d felt it before, long ago, in moments where closeness was possible but not promised.

He wondered what it would feel like to close the distance by one chair.

The thought surprised him. He wasn’t lonely in the way people usually meant it. He had a life built of routines that fit, friendships that asked little and offered enough. But something about Claire’s quiet presence made the idea of proximity feel... gentle.

Not necessary. Just possible.

Claire shifted again, this time turning slightly toward him. Her hands came together loosely, fingers touching without interlacing. She studied them for a moment, as if checking they were still hers.

Then she spoke.

“Is this your first time here?”

Her voice was soft, unhurried. Not an opening line meant to impress—just a question placed carefully on the table between them.

“Yes,” Rowan answered. He kept his tone even. “I wasn’t sure what to expect.”

She nodded, as if that made sense. “Me neither. Still not, really.”

A pause followed. A comfortable one.

“I’m Claire,” she added, after a beat. Not rushed. Not apologetic.

“Rowan.”

They didn’t shake hands.

Rowan noticed that too—the absence of that automatic gesture. It felt right, somehow. As if they were both waiting for something truer than habit.

Claire leaned back slightly, gaze returning forward. “I like places like this,” she said. “Where nothing is required yet.”

Rowan considered her words. “I think I do too,” he said. “They make it easier to arrive slowly.”

She smiled then—not wide, not practiced. Just enough to soften the air around her.

The facilitator eventually entered, breaking the spell with a cheerful greeting and a stack of papers. Chairs shifted. Attention rearranged itself.

Rowan and Claire turned forward with the others, but something had already settled between them. Not a promise. Not even a direction.

Just a shared awareness.

When the session began, Rowan found it harder than expected to focus. Not because Claire distracted him, but because her presence changed the texture of the room. When she leaned forward to read, he felt the movement beside him like a quiet current.

At one point, without looking, she reached down to retrieve a pen that had rolled near the empty chair between them. Her fingers hovered briefly in that space—closer to his hand than anything else had been all afternoon.

Rowan didn’t move.

Neither did she.

For a heartbeat, the space between their palms felt charged—not with urgency, but with restraint. A mutual understanding that this moment did not need to become anything else to be real.

Claire withdrew her hand, pen secured.

Rowan exhaled.

Something had passed between them. Something small and complete.

When the session ended, people gathered their things quickly, already halfway elsewhere. Claire stood and adjusted her bag, hesitating just a fraction longer than necessary.

“I usually leave right away,” she said, almost to herself. Then, glancing at him, “But I’m glad I didn’t today.”

Rowan felt warmth settle in his chest—not sharp, not overwhelming. Just there.

“Me too,” he said.

They walked toward the exit together, unhurried. When they reached the door, they paused, uncertain in the way people are when they don’t want to assume the next step.

Claire extended her hand then—not fully, just enough that Rowan could choose.

He did.

Their palms met softly. Fingers resting, not gripping. The contact was brief, but it lingered long after they let go.

Not because it promised more.

Because it didn’t have to.

And in the space between their hands, something quiet began to grow.
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Chapter Two — Learning How to Sit Together
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They did not plan to see each other again.

That was the first thing Rowan realized when he noticed Claire at the back table of the café three days later. No messages exchanged, no promises made at the door. Just a shared moment that had ended cleanly, without expectation.

And yet, there she was.

The café was narrow and warm, the kind of place where the air smelled faintly of citrus cleaner and burned espresso. Afternoon light slanted in through the front windows, catching dust in slow motion. Rowan hesitated just inside the door, hand still on the handle, unsure whether to turn away or step forward.

Claire was reading. Or pretending to.

Her book lay open, but her eyes weren’t moving. She noticed him in the reflection of the window before he realized she’d looked up.

This time, she smiled first.

Not an invitation. Just recognition.

Rowan ordered coffee he didn’t particularly want and waited longer than necessary at the counter, giving himself time to decide. When he finally turned, the seat across from her was empty.

He sat.

They didn’t greet each other right away.

The quiet between them felt different here—less held, more lived-in. The clink of cups and low murmur of conversation created a soft buffer, allowing their silence to blend rather than stand out.

Claire closed her book but didn’t move it away. “I didn’t expect to see you,” she said.

“Neither did I,” Rowan replied. He set his cup down carefully. “But I’m glad.”

She nodded, as if gladness didn’t need embellishment.

For a while, they existed side by side. Rowan watched steam curl from his cup. Claire traced the edge of a page with her thumb. The table between them was small enough that their knees might touch if either shifted too far, but neither did.

Rowan noticed how easy it felt not to perform. He didn’t reach for questions the way he usually did, didn’t feel the itch to fill space. Claire didn’t either. Their presence felt like a shared agreement: we can be here as we are.

Claire spoke again after several minutes. “I come here when I don’t want to be asked anything.”

Rowan considered that. “I think that’s why I like it too,” he said. “It doesn’t mind if you’re quiet.”

She smiled faintly, eyes still on the table. “People usually do.”

The statement wasn’t bitter. Just observed.

Rowan nodded. “They assume silence means something’s wrong.”

“Or unfinished,” Claire added.

That landed softly but stayed.

They drank their coffee. When Rowan reached for his cup, he realized Claire had done the same a second before. Their movements mirrored, unplanned. He felt a small, unexpected warmth at the symmetry.

The afternoon stretched. People came and went. At some point, Claire opened her book again. Rowan pulled out his phone but didn’t unlock it, resting it face down instead.

They sat.

It felt like learning a new posture—not physical, but emotional. The act of staying without leaning, of being close without grasping.

Rowan shifted slightly in his chair. Claire adjusted too, instinctively, their movements settling into a shared rhythm. He wondered if she noticed. He suspected she did.

“Do you ever feel,” Claire said quietly, not looking at him, “like sitting with someone can be enough?”

Rowan didn’t answer right away. He wanted to be careful, not because the question was fragile, but because it was true.

“Yes,” he said finally. “When it doesn’t come with expectations.”

She exhaled, slow and relieved, as if she’d been holding something. “Exactly.”

The word hung between them, gentle and complete.

When Claire eventually stood, slipping her book into her bag, Rowan felt the absence before it happened. Not loss—just awareness.

“I’m here most afternoons,” she said, almost casually. “If you ever want to sit.”

Rowan stood too. “I’d like that.”

She paused, then added, “We don’t have to talk.”

He smiled. “I know.”

They walked out together, then parted without ceremony at the corner. No lingering glances. No plans exchanged beyond what had already been said.

That evening, Rowan found himself replaying the quiet moments more than the words. The way the silence had felt shared, not empty. The way being together hadn’t required explanation.

He realized something then, small but steady.

Learning how to sit together was not about proximity.

It was about permission.

And
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