
Table of Contents

Without Apology (Difference, #66)

Chapter 1 – The Unexpected Meeting

Chapter 2 – Someone From the Past

Chapter 3 – Three Different Kinds of Attraction

Chapter 4 – No More Hiding

Chapter 5 – Mike Knows

Chapter 6 – The Conversation

Chapter 7 – Jealousy Has a Voice

Chapter 8 – Rules Without Chains

Chapter 9 – The First Choice

Chapter 10 – What Borys Fears

Chapter 11 – Mike's Apology

Chapter 12 – Outside Voices

Chapter 13 – Without Apology

Chapter 14 – The Breaking Point

Chapter 15 – Choosing Each Other

Chapter 16 – Without Apology

Sign up for Marco Pendolini's Mailing List


Without Apology

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Unexpected Meeting
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Loly had always believed that the worst days announced themselves in advance.

They began with a restless night, an unanswered message, or some small warning that told her the hours ahead would be difficult.

This day had given her none of those warnings.

It had simply gone wrong.

By six in the evening, Loly felt as though she had been carrying the entire weight of the world on her shoulders.

Her morning meeting had turned into an argument. A project she had spent two weeks preparing had been criticized by someone who had barely looked at it. Her lunch had been interrupted by three phone calls, and by the middle of the afternoon she had stopped checking her messages because every notification seemed to contain another problem.

She left work later than usual.

The evening air was cool, and the streets were crowded with people heading home. Cars moved slowly through the traffic, their headlights beginning to glow against the fading daylight.

Loly walked without paying much attention to where she was going.

She needed coffee.

Not because she particularly wanted coffee, but because coffee was something she could understand.

Coffee did not ask questions.

Coffee did not expect explanations.

Coffee simply existed.

She noticed the café almost by accident.

It was a small place on the corner of a quieter street, with warm lights glowing behind large windows. Loly had passed it dozens of times but had never gone inside.

Tonight, something about it made her stop.

She pushed open the door.

A small bell sounded above her.

Warmth immediately surrounded her.

The café was almost full. Soft music played from somewhere behind the counter, mixing with the quiet murmur of conversations. The smell of roasted coffee beans and cinnamon filled the air.

Loly breathed deeply.

For the first time that day, her shoulders relaxed.

She walked toward the counter.

"Large coffee, please."

The barista smiled. "Anything in it?"

"Enough caffeine to make me forget today happened."

The barista laughed.

"That bad?"

"You have no idea."

"Then I'll make it strong."

"You're my hero."

Loly paid and moved toward the tables.

Almost every seat was occupied.

She looked around.

One small table near the window had an empty chair.

She walked toward it.

"Excuse me," a man's voice said.

Loly stopped.

The man sitting at the table looked up from his laptop.

"Are you looking for somewhere to sit?"

She nodded.

"Unless you're saving the chair for someone."

"I'm not."

He moved his notebook aside.

"You can sit."

"Thanks."

Loly pulled out the chair and sat down.

Only then did she really look at him.

He was handsome.

Not in the polished, immediately noticeable way of someone who clearly knew how attractive he was.

There was something quieter about him.

His dark hair was slightly untidy, as though he had run his fingers through it several times. He wore a simple gray sweater, dark jeans, and a watch with a worn leather strap.

His attention returned to the laptop.

Loly opened her coffee.

For several minutes, neither of them spoke.

And somehow, she liked that.

Most strangers felt the need to fill silence.

This man didn't.

Loly took a sip of coffee and closed her eyes.

"Better?"

She opened them.

He was looking at her.

"What?"

"Your day."

She smiled despite herself.

"Is it that obvious?"

"Only because you looked like you were about to declare war on the entire city when you walked in."

Loly laughed.

"I might still."

"I'd stay on your good side, then."

"Probably wise."

He smiled.

It was a small smile, but something about it caught her attention.

"I'm Borys," he said.

"Loly."

"Nice to meet you."

"Nice to meet you too."

Borys turned back to his laptop.

Loly stared at her coffee.

She told herself not to look at him again.

She failed.

A few minutes later, Borys closed his laptop.

"Done?"

Loly looked at him.

"Unfortunately, yes."

"Work?"

"Unfortunately, yes."

"Bad day?"

She nodded.

"The kind where you start wondering whether you should move to another country and change your name."

Borys laughed.

"That's specific."

"I've had time to think about it."

"What would you change your name to?"

Loly pretended to consider the question seriously.

"Something mysterious."

"Like?"

"Elena."

Borys raised an eyebrow.

"Elena?"

"Yes."

"You don't look like an Elena."

Loly smiled.

"What's an Elena supposed to look like?"

"I have no idea."

"Then how do you know I don't look like one?"

"I don't."

He leaned back.

"I just think Loly suits you better."

The words were simple.

Yet something inside her shifted.

She wasn't sure why.

Perhaps it was because he had said her name differently from everyone else.

Not quickly.

Not casually.

He had actually noticed it.

Loly looked down at her coffee.

"How do you know what suits me?"

"I don't."

Borys smiled.

"Maybe I'm guessing."

"And you're usually right?"

"Almost never."

She laughed again.

It surprised her how easy it was.

She had spent the entire day surrounded by people who made her feel tense.

And now she was sitting beside a stranger who had known her for less than half an hour and somehow made her forget about work.

That made her cautious.

She had learned not to trust feelings simply because they were pleasant.

"Do you come here often?" she asked.

"Sometimes."

"To work?"

"Sometimes."

"Then what?"

"To escape."

Loly looked at him.

"Escape from what?"

Borys paused.

"Everything."

The answer was unexpectedly serious.

For the first time, she saw something behind his easy smile.

Something guarded.

Something familiar.

"You have bad days too," she said.

"Everyone does."

"Not everyone admits it."

"I don't think admitting it makes you weak."

Loly studied him.

"No," she said quietly. "It doesn't."

A comfortable silence settled between them.

Outside, rain began tapping softly against the window.

Loly watched the drops slide down the glass.

"I actually like rain," Borys said.

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"It makes the world quieter."

Loly smiled.

"I think I understand that."

The café became quieter as more customers left.

The barista began wiping down the counter.

Loly checked the time on her phone.

She hadn't realized how late it had become.

"I should go."

Borys nodded.

"Long day."

"Very."

She stood.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then Borys said, "Maybe I'll see you again."

It wasn't quite a question.

Loly looked at him.

"Maybe."

She picked up her bag.

Then she hesitated.

She didn't know why.

Perhaps because she was tired of walking away from things before discovering what they could become.

"Do you have a phone?"

Borys smiled.

"I do."

"Good."

She handed him her phone.

"Put your number in."

His eyebrows lifted slightly.

"Confident."

"Don't get used to it."

He entered his number and handed the phone back.

Loly looked at the screen.

Borys.

Just one name.

Nothing complicated.

Nothing promising.

And yet she felt an unexpected flutter in her stomach.

"Thanks," she said.

"You're welcome."

She walked toward the door.

"Loly?"

She turned.

Borys was still standing beside the table.

"Try not to declare war on the city tomorrow."

She smiled.

"No promises."

She stepped outside.

The rain had become heavier.

Loly pulled her coat around herself and started walking.

After a few steps, she looked back through the café window.

Borys was watching her.

Their eyes met.

Neither looked away immediately.

Then Loly smiled.

He smiled back.

She turned toward the street again.

She had entered the café wanting nothing more than coffee and a quiet place to forget her terrible day.

Instead, she had met someone.

Someone whose name was now stored in her phone.

Someone she was already wondering about.

And that thought made her smile all the way home.

She didn't know it yet, but Borys would soon become much more than a stranger from a rainy evening.

And somewhere beneath her excitement was another feeling she wasn't ready to examine.

Because Borys wasn't the only person who would eventually make her heart hesitate.

There was another name waiting in her past.

Mike.

And before Loly could understand what she wanted, she would have to face everything she had once tried to leave behind.
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Chapter 2 – Someone From the Past
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Loly woke the next morning with an unfamiliar feeling.

She was smiling.

It took her several seconds to understand why.

Then she remembered the café.

The rain.

The conversation.

Borys.

She reached for her phone before she was fully awake and opened her messages.

There was nothing from him.

For some reason, she felt slightly disappointed.

She stared at the screen for another few seconds before shaking her head.

"Stop it," she whispered.

They had met once.

One conversation didn't mean anything.

She put the phone down and got out of bed.

By the time she arrived at work, the excitement of the previous evening had faded into something quieter. She still thought about Borys, but she forced herself to concentrate.

She had enough problems without inventing new ones.

The morning passed quickly.

Around lunchtime, Loly left the office to buy something to eat. She walked toward a small restaurant two blocks away, already thinking about what she would order.

Then she heard someone say her name.

"Loly?"

She stopped.

The voice was familiar.

Too familiar.

Slowly, she turned around.

For a moment, she couldn't breathe.

Mike stood several feet away.

He looked older than she remembered.

Not dramatically older.

Just different.

His hair was shorter. His face had lost some of the softness she remembered from years ago. He wore a dark jacket and carried a folder under one arm.

But his eyes were the same.

That was what made her heart stumble.

Those eyes.

She had spent years trying not to remember them.

"Mike."

He smiled.

"Hi."

Loly didn't know what to say.

There had been a time when hearing his voice could change the entire direction of her day.

There had been a time when she had waited for his messages.

A time when she had wondered whether the two of them might become something more.

They never had.

That was the strange part.

Mike and Loly had never officially been together.

They had never announced a relationship.

They had never made promises.

There had only been long conversations, late-night walks, lingering looks, and moments that almost became kisses.

Almost.

Everything between them had lived in that dangerous space between friendship and romance.

And eventually, Loly had walked away.

Or at least she had convinced herself she had.

"What are you doing here?" she asked.

"Working."

"Here?"

He nodded.

"I've moved back."

Loly stared at him.

"Back?"

"Back to the city."

She hadn't known.

Of course she hadn't.

They hadn't spoken in almost three years.

"How long?"

"About two weeks."

Two weeks.

Loly suddenly wondered how many times their paths might have crossed without either of them knowing.

"I didn't know."

"I wasn't sure whether you'd want to know."

She looked at him.

That sounded like Mike.

Always careful.

Always saying just enough to make her wonder what he wasn't saying.

"I didn't know you were coming back."

"I didn't know I was coming back either."

He smiled.

"Life decided for me."

She almost laughed.

Instead, she looked down.

"So how have you been?"

"Good."

"Really?"

"Mostly."

She nodded.

"That's good."

There was an awkward silence.

Three years disappeared between them, and yet it felt like only a few seconds.

Mike looked at her carefully.

"You haven't changed much."

Loly raised an eyebrow.

"That's your way of saying I look exactly the same?"

"No."

His smile widened.

"I was going to say you look better."

She felt warmth rise into her cheeks.

She hated that he could still do that.

"You're still terrible at compliments."

"I remember you liked them."

"I remember you giving too many."

"Maybe because I meant them."

Her smile disappeared.

Mike noticed.

His expression became more serious.

"I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"For disappearing."

Loly looked away.

There it was.

The thing they had never talked about.

The reason everything between them had ended without actually ending.

"You didn't disappear," she said.

"I did."

"You moved away."

"Without saying goodbye."

She swallowed.

"Yes."

"I should have told you."

"Why didn't you?"

Mike looked down at the folder in his hand.

"Because I didn't know what to say."

"You could have said goodbye."

"I know."

The quietness of his voice made her chest tighten.

For years, Loly had imagined this conversation.

She had imagined being angry.

She had imagined telling him exactly how much he had hurt her.

She had imagined walking away without caring.

But now that he was standing in front of her, none of those imagined reactions seemed possible.

Instead, she simply
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