
Table of Contents

The Way She Touches Me (Difference, #41)

Chapter 1 – Back Where It Started

Chapter 2 – Muscle Memory

Chapter 3 – Lines We Drew

Chapter 4 – Ink and Skin

Chapter 5 – The Way She Touches Me

Chapter 6 – Saltwater Confessions

Chapter 7 – The Difference Between Us

Chapter 8 – When Hands Linger

Chapter 9 – After the Kiss

Chapter 10 – What I Should Have Said

Chapter 11 – Slow Learning

Chapter 12 – The Town That Watches

Chapter 13 – The Way She Chooses Me

Chapter 14 – Difference

Sign up for Marco Pendolini's Mailing List


The Way She Touches Me

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – Back Where It Started
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The first thing Lena noticed when she stepped out of the car was the smell.

Salt and diesel. Seaweed drying on warm stone. A sweetness from the bakery across the street that hadn’t changed in fifteen years. The air felt heavier here, thicker with memory, as if every breath carried a version of herself she had once been.

She stood on the curb with her keys still in her hand, staring up at the narrow building that would become her studio. The paint on the shutters had faded to a soft, tired blue. The sign from the old travel agency still hung crooked above the door, letters half-peeled by wind.

Above it all, a small balcony overlooked the harbor.

Her new home.

Lena exhaled slowly.

“You wanted a fresh start,” she murmured to herself. “This is one.”

Fresh. The word felt dishonest. Nothing about this town was fresh. It was preserved. Pressed between pages like a flower she had once meant to forget.

She popped the trunk and began hauling out boxes—equipment cases, sketchbooks, a foldable massage table, the black leather chair she’d saved for years to buy. Every piece of it was hers. Earned. Built. Survived.

The divorce papers were still folded in her purse.

She refused to think about them.

Instead, she focused on the familiar rhythm of work. Carry. Set down. Unlock. Climb narrow wooden stairs that creaked in complaint. The interior smelled of dust and closed windows. Sunlight cut across the floor in sharp stripes.

She set the chair near the front window.

From here, she could see the harbor clearly.

Boats bobbed gently in their slips, ropes knocking against metal poles in a soft, hollow percussion. A few fishermen were unloading crates, their voices low and unhurried. A child ran along the pier with a bright red kite, shrieking with laughter as it tangled in the wind.

Nothing had changed.

And yet everything had.

Lena brushed her fingers along the windowsill, leaving clean streaks through the dust. She’d sworn she would never come back here. Sworn it the night she packed a suitcase at eighteen, heart pounding, throat tight, convinced that leaving meant freedom.

Now she was thirty-two, divorced, and carrying her life back up the same narrow stairs she once fled down.

She wasn’t sure if that meant she’d failed or finally circled home.
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By late afternoon, the studio looked less like an abandoned office and more like something possible.

Her machines were laid out neatly. Ink bottles lined a temporary shelf. Sketches—waves, florals, constellations, minimal linework—were taped along one wall. She hadn’t hung the sign outside yet. She wasn’t ready for the town to fully claim her return.

She locked the door behind her and headed toward the harbor, telling herself she needed air.

The boardwalk planks were sun-warmed beneath her sandals. Seagulls drifted overhead in lazy arcs. Someone was playing music from a portable speaker near the end of the pier—an old love song she half-recognized from high school dances she’d mostly avoided.

Her chest tightened.

She hadn’t meant to walk this far. Hadn’t meant to reach the exact stretch of dock where she and—

“Lena?”

The sound of her name stopped her mid-step.

It wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be.

Lena turned.

Mara stood a few feet away, sunlight catching in her dark hair. It was longer now, brushing her shoulders instead of tied back in a messy teenage bun. She wore linen pants and a pale green blouse, sleeves rolled to her elbows. A leather satchel hung across her body.

She looked older, of course. Softer around the eyes. More grounded.

But it was unmistakably her.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

“Hi,” Lena said finally.

The word felt too small.

“Hi,” Mara echoed.

Her voice hadn’t changed much. Still low, still steady. Still carrying that quiet warmth that used to undo Lena without trying.

“I heard you were back,” Mara said. “My mother mentioned it at breakfast. She hears everything.”

Lena huffed a faint laugh. “Some things never change.”

“No.” Mara’s lips curved slightly. “They don’t.”

Silence stretched between them, but it wasn’t empty. It was crowded—with unfinished sentences, with years that hadn’t been shared, with the shape of something that had once been effortless.

“You look...” Mara began, then hesitated.

“Divorced?” Lena supplied dryly.

Mara’s eyes flickered, not with pity, but with something more careful. “You look like yourself.”

That startled her more than any sympathetic comment would have.

“Do I?” Lena asked.

Mara nodded. “More than you did the last time I saw you.”

The last time.

They hadn’t said goodbye properly. There had been a fight. A rumor. A silence that grew teeth.

Lena shifted her weight. “I opened a studio. Up above the old travel agency.”

“I saw the lights on earlier,” Mara said. “Tattooing?”

“Yeah.”

“That suits you.”

“Does it?”

“You always liked leaving marks.”

There it was. That almost-smile. That way of saying something that could mean three different things at once.

Lena swallowed.

“And you?” she asked quickly. “Still at the clinic?”

Mara nodded. “Physical therapy. Mostly sports injuries and chronic pain these days.”

“You always did like fixing people.”

“I don’t fix them,” Mara said gently. “I just help them remember how to move.”

Something in Lena’s chest tightened at that.

They stood there, the sea breathing steadily behind them.

A man walking past waved at Mara. “See you tomorrow, Doc!”

“Tomorrow,” she called back, lifting a hand.

Lena watched the easy familiarity, the way Mara’s shoulders relaxed here. She had roots in this town. Lena had ghosts.

“I’m glad you’re back,” Mara said quietly.

The words felt sincere. Uncomplicated.

Lena searched her face for hesitation, for accusation, for any trace of the hurt she’d left behind.

She found none.

“Yeah?” Lena asked.

“Yes.”

A breeze lifted the ends of Mara’s hair, brushing it across her cheek. Without thinking, she reached up to tuck it behind her ear.

The gesture was small. Casual.

Lena felt it like a spark across bare skin.

God.

It was ridiculous. It had been fifteen years. She had been married. She had built an entire life elsewhere. She was not eighteen anymore, standing too close in locker rooms, laughing too loudly at jokes that weren’t funny.

She was not that girl.

“Maybe I’ll stop by,” Mara said, nodding toward the town. “See the studio.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.” A pause. “I want to.”

The honesty in that hit harder than it should have.

“Okay,” Lena said. “Anytime.”

Another stretch of quiet. Not awkward. Just aware.

“I should get back,” Mara said eventually. “I have an early appointment.”

“Of course.”

They didn’t hug. They didn’t touch.

But as Mara stepped past her, their shoulders brushed.

It lasted less than a second.

Still, Lena felt it.

A current. Familiar. Disarming. Not dramatic. Not explosive. Just there. Like something that had been waiting patiently under the surface, unbothered by time.

She watched Mara walk down the pier, the steady rhythm of her steps, the way she nodded at people she passed. Halfway down, Mara glanced back.

Their eyes met again.

No smile this time.

Just recognition.

Then she turned and disappeared into the narrow street that led toward the clinic.

Lena stood there long after she was gone.

The sea moved in its endless pattern. Boats knocked softly against their moorings. Somewhere behind her, someone laughed.

She pressed her hand lightly against her own shoulder where they had brushed.

It was absurd to feel shaken by something so small.

And yet.

Her marriage had ended with shouting, with slammed doors and words that cut cleanly and efficiently. It had ended with paperwork and practical decisions and quiet, mutual exhaustion.

This—this single accidental touch—felt louder than all of that.

She exhaled slowly.

“Don’t,” she whispered to herself.

Don’t romanticize it. Don’t rewrite history. Don’t mistake nostalgia for longing.

But as she turned back toward her studio, she couldn’t stop the memory from rising.

Seventeen. Sitting on this very dock at dusk. Mara’s knee pressed against hers. Talking about leaving town. About who they would become. About how different everything would be someday.

Lena had almost leaned in that night.

Almost.

Instead, she had laughed it off when someone from school shouted something crude across the pier days later. She had let embarrassment choose for her. Let fear decide which version of herself was safer.

She had left.

And Mara had stayed.

Now she was back. Older. Supposedly wiser.

The town hadn’t changed.

But she had.

Hadn’t she?

When she reached the studio, she unlocked the door and stepped inside. The evening light cast the room in gold. Her equipment gleamed softly. Her sketches fluttered against the wall in the breeze from the open window.

She walked to the window and looked out over the harbor.

Somewhere beyond those rooftops, Mara was finishing her day. Washing her hands. Tidying her office. Touching someone’s injured shoulder with careful, practiced precision.

Lena flexed her own wrist absently.

It still ached from hauling boxes.

She almost laughed.

If she needed a physical therapist, there was only one in town she would trust.

The thought settled into her chest, heavy and inevitable.

This was supposed to be a fresh start.

But standing there, watching the sun sink into the water, Lena realized something unsettling.

Coming home wasn’t about starting over.

It was about facing what she’d left unfinished.

And the most unfinished thing in this town had just said her name like she’d never stopped knowing how.
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Chapter 2 – Muscle Memory

[image: ]


Lena should have known better than to test a machine before properly anchoring it.

The hum of the tattoo gun vibrated through her fingers, familiar and reassuring, the sound almost meditative. She’d just finished sterilizing the grip and adjusting the needle depth when the power supply flickered. Instinctively, she tightened her hold.

The machine jerked.

Pain shot up her wrist—sharp, hot, immediate.

“Damn it,” she hissed, dropping the gun onto the padded tray before it could clatter to the floor.

She cradled her right hand against her chest, rotating her wrist slowly. The ache pulsed in protest. Not unbearable. Not catastrophic. But wrong.

She flexed her fingers.

The motion sent another streak of discomfort through the joint.

Of course.

She’d spent yesterday hauling boxes, scrubbing floors, lifting furniture without asking for help. Pride had always been her least attractive quality.

Now it throbbed beneath her skin.

She sank into the leather chair and stared at her hand. Her livelihood depended on steadiness. Precision. Control.

She couldn’t afford an injury.

By afternoon, the pain hadn’t faded. If anything, it had settled deeper, blooming into a persistent, unwelcome presence.

When Mrs. Petrov from the bakery downstairs came up with a plate of honey pastries “to celebrate the opening,” Lena tried to hide the way she winced while accepting it.

“You’re favoring that wrist,” the older woman observed immediately.

“I’m fine.”

“That means you’re not fine.”

Lena gave a reluctant smile.

“Probably just strained it
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