
Table of Contents

When We Were Soft (Beyond Binary Books, #41)

Chapter 1 – Hard Edges

Chapter 2 – The Shape of You Now

Chapter 3 – Rooms Full of Dust

Chapter 4 – Splinters

Chapter 5 – Before We Learned to Hide

Chapter 6 – Bruised Things

Chapter 7 – Rain Through the Roof

Chapter 8 – Softness Is a Risk

Chapter 9 – What Really Happened

Chapter 10 – Breaking Open

Chapter 11 – Learning Gentle Again

Chapter 12 – The Leaving Point

Chapter 13 – When We Were Soft

Chapter 14 – Epilogue: Hands Without Armor

Sign up for Mitch Miller's Mailing List


When We Were Soft

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – Hard Edges
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The train slid into Ashbourne Station beneath a sky the color of dirty steel.

Olivia Mercer remained seated long after everyone else stood, reached for luggage, and rushed toward whatever waited beyond the doors. She watched blurred rain stripe the window and counted ten breaths before forcing herself upright.

The old trick still worked. Count, move, survive.

She pulled her coat tighter, reached for the black suitcase in the overhead rack, and stepped into the aisle where strangers bumped shoulders without apology. The station smelled like wet wool, diesel, and stale coffee. It smelled exactly the same as it had twelve years ago when she’d boarded a train out of town with mascara running down her face and a vow lodged like glass in her throat:

I will never come back.

Yet here she was.

People broke promises to themselves all the time. They just liked pretending they didn’t.

Outside, rain needled down in sharp slants. Ashbourne looked smaller than memory had made it. The station sign was chipped. The florist across the road had become a vape shop. The bakery still stood, but the blue awning had faded to something nearly gray.

She wheeled her suitcase over cracked pavement and ignored the ache behind her ribs.

Her aunt Eleanor was dead.

Three weeks ago, Olivia had received the call while standing in a glass conference room on the thirty-second floor of a building in London, halfway through dismantling a junior executive’s proposal with surgical efficiency. Her phone had vibrated once. Unknown Number.

She almost declined it.

Instead, a solicitor with a patient voice had told her that Eleanor Mercer had passed quietly in her sleep and left Olivia the house on Willow Lane.

The house.

The only place in Ashbourne that had ever felt remotely safe.

Olivia had said thank you, ended the call, then gone back into the meeting and reduced two grown men to silence.

She’d booked the train that night.

Not because she was grieving.

Because there were practical matters to settle.

Because the house needed to be sold.

Because if she framed it clinically enough, no one—including herself—could accuse her of sentimentality.

A taxi line curled beside the station. She joined it, jaw tight, rain soaking the hem of her trousers. The driver who finally waved her over was old enough to have known her as a child.

He squinted through the passenger window. “Mercer girl?”

Olivia nearly turned around.

Instead she said, “Willow Lane, please.”

He loaded her suitcase without another word, but she felt his curiosity in the rearview mirror the entire drive.

Ashbourne passed by in wet snapshots. Narrow terraces. The church spire. The football field where boys used to scream themselves hoarse every Saturday morning. The park where Olivia had once kissed a boy because she was angry at another one.

Nick had seen.

Nick had walked away.

She looked out the opposite window.

Willow Lane was lined with chestnut trees stripped nearly bare by autumn. Their branches scratched at the sky like pleading hands. Eleanor’s cottage sat halfway down the road, yellow stone darkened by rain, ivy climbing one side, chimney leaning slightly as though tired.

The sight of it hit Olivia harder than the funeral she hadn’t attended.

She paid the driver, dragged her suitcase to the gate, and stood there while cold water slid down the back of her neck.

No curtains moved.

No light warmed the kitchen window.

No Eleanor would fling open the door before Olivia reached it and say, Don’t stand there dripping like tragedy. Come in.

The key stuck in the lock.

She swore under her breath, shoved harder, and the door gave with a groan.

Inside smelled of lavender, books, and dust.

Olivia set down her suitcase slowly.

The hallway runner was still crooked near the stairs. Umbrellas still crowded the brass stand by the door. A ceramic bowl still sat on the side table filled with wrapped peppermints no one would ever eat.

Grief rose unexpectedly, vicious and humiliating.

She pressed her hand to her mouth.

No.

Not now.

There would be inventories, paperwork, valuations. Emotion was useless. Emotion delayed outcomes.

She moved through the rooms like an auditor. Kitchen. Pantry. Sitting room. Dining room. Notes formed automatically in her mind.

Wallpaper outdated. Roof may need inspection. Furniture mixed quality. Marketable if staged correctly.

Then she reached the small back room Eleanor called the sunroom.

A half-finished knitting project rested in a basket beside the chair.

Reading glasses atop an open book.

Tea mug ringed brown at the bottom.

As if Eleanor had just stepped out.

Olivia sat down so abruptly the chair creaked beneath her.

The silence in the house was not empty.

It was abandoned.

She stayed there until the cold sank through her coat.

Then her phone buzzed.

Maya.

Olivia considered ignoring it, then answered. “What?”

“Wow,” said her colleague dryly. “Lovely to hear your voice too. How’s the countryside? Have sheep welcomed you as one of their own?”

“I’m busy.”

“You’ve been gone two days and Martin is unraveling because no one’s here to terrify the board.”

“Tell him to read the briefings I left.”

“He says they don’t glare at him enough.”

Despite herself, Olivia almost smiled.

Maya’s voice softened. “How are you really?”

Olivia stared at the rain-smeared glass. “Fine.”

“Liar.”

“She was eighty-two.”

“And?”

“And people die.”

There was a pause. “Yes,” Maya said gently. “People also matter before they do.”

Olivia’s throat tightened. “I have work here.”

“Mm-hm.”

“I’ll be back by Friday.”

“Sure you will.”

The call ended with neither of them believing her.

By late afternoon, the rain had thinned to mist. Olivia unpacked enough to function, changed into dry clothes, and made a list titled TASKS.

	Contact estate agent 

	Meet solicitor 

	Sort personal belongings 

	Arrange cleaners 

	Leave 


Simple.

She needed groceries, so she walked into town before she could think too hard about it.

Ashbourne’s high street had the same bones beneath different paint. The butcher now sold artisanal dog treats. The newsagent had become a minimalist café where teenagers typed on laptops. Mrs. Bell’s fabric shop was gone entirely, replaced by a charity store.

Time had not preserved anything for her return.

Good.

She didn’t want relics.

She wanted proof that leaving had mattered.

The grocery basket dug into her palm as she crossed toward the old square. Wind chased wrappers along the curb. Evening had begun to blue the sky.

Then she heard it.

Laughter.

Low, roughened, unmistakable.

Her body recognized the sound before her mind allowed the name.

Nick.

She stopped so suddenly someone behind her muttered annoyance.

Across the square, outside the hardware shop, stood a man in a dark jacket with rain dampening the shoulders. Taller than memory. Broader through the chest. One hand tucked in a pocket, the other holding a takeaway coffee.

Nick Holloway.

His hair was shorter now, darker than the gold-brown she remembered from summers. Stubble shadowed his jaw. There were lines beside his mouth that hadn’t been there at nineteen.

He turned slightly.

And there he was.

Not a ghost. Not a regret. Not a story she’d sharpened into blame.

A man breathing cold air twenty yards away.

Olivia’s stomach dropped so hard she thought she might be sick.

He saw her.

The laugh died instantly.

For one stretched, terrible second neither moved.

Rain tapped the pavement. A bus hissed at the curb. Somewhere a dog barked.

Nick’s expression shuttered first.

He said something to the older man beside him, handed over the coffee, and started walking toward her.

Every instinct screamed leave.

Instead Olivia stood frozen, grocery bag cutting circulation from her fingers.

He stopped an arm’s length away.

Up close, time showed itself more cruelly. A pale scar nicked one eyebrow. Tiredness sat deep in his eyes. His mouth was still the same mouth she had memorized once in the dark.

“Olivia.”

Her name in his voice was worse than seeing him.

She lifted her chin. “Nick.”

“You’re back.”

“For a few days.”

His gaze flicked over her coat, her expensive boots, the careful armor of her appearance. “Didn’t think this town rated a visit.”

“It doesn’t.”

The words landed between them like broken glass.

Something in his jaw tightened.

“Still kind, then.”

Still dangerous, she nearly said.

Instead: “I’m here for my aunt.”

His face changed. Genuine surprise, then regret. “Eleanor?”

“She died.”

He exhaled. “Christ. I didn’t know.”

“Most things happen without informing you.”

He looked at her for a long moment. “Apparently.”

The old fury sparked so fast it scared her. Twelve years gone and he could still drag heat from cold ash.

“I have somewhere to be,” she said.

“You always did.”

She should have walked away then.

Instead she said, “You don’t get to do that.”

“Do what?”

“Speak like I’m the one who vanished.”

His eyes hardened. “You did vanish.”

“You stopped answering calls.”

“You stopped believing me.”

“Because you lied.”

“I didn’t.”

The square around them seemed to recede, sound dimming beneath the rush of blood in her ears.

He stepped back first, breathing hard. “Forget it.”

“Gladly.”

She moved to pass him.

His hand closed around her wrist.

Not rough. Not gentle either.

Electric shock shot straight through her.

They both looked at where he touched her.

He released her immediately as if burned.

“Don’t talk to me like I meant nothing,” he said quietly.

Then he turned and walked away.

Olivia stood in the middle of the square with groceries slipping from numb fingers.

A jar shattered on the pavement beside her.

She didn’t bend to pick it up.

That night, wind battered the cottage windows.

Olivia lay awake in her childhood room, staring at the ceiling where glow-in-the-dark stars still clung faintly from some forgotten decade. She should have taken them down years ago. Eleanor must have refused.

Her pulse had never fully settled.

Nick’s face kept appearing every time she closed her eyes.

Older. Sharper. Hurt.

Still infuriatingly beautiful.

She rolled onto her side and cursed softly.

At nineteen, Nick Holloway had promised to meet her at the station so they could leave Ashbourne together. She had stood on the platform with two bags and a future packed into them.

He never came.

By sunset she learned he’d been seen kissing another girl outside the pub the night before.

By dawn she was gone.

No explanation after that could matter.

No apology could resurrect what humiliation had killed.

So why had he looked at her like she was the one who broke something?

Thunder muttered in the distance.

Downstairs, the old house groaned in its sleep.

Olivia pulled the duvet tighter and stared into the dark until morning threatened the edges of the room.

She had tasks.

She had a return ticket.

She had no interest in reopening graves.

But Ashbourne was small.

And Nick Holloway was alive inside it.

Which meant this week had already become far more dangerous than grief alone.
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