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Chapter 1

ANGIE’S DELUXE BOOKSHOP





Angelina Regio reached up to stack books on the tall deep-blue bookshelf, her arm aching after sorting out new stock. She massaged her bicep and winced at the aches and pains. In any new venture, Angie liked to go all in rather than ease into things. Her friends always chastised her for pushing herself too hard, and the aching joints and pains were the result. 

Her eyes roamed her newly established bookshop, which took a lot of grit and effort to make spotless. The blue carpeted flooring gave off a fresh scent, and the smell of new books made her heart soar. Decorative Australian flags and bright globe lights hung down from the ceiling and gave the bookshop a warm and inviting ambience.

Angelina, whose friends called her Angie, stepped behind the counter and leaned into a cardboard box containing new books. Flicking a burgundy, brown fringe out of her eye, she grasped a book and put it on another bookshelf. Her long hair cascaded loosely down over her shoulders, and she regretted not tying it up. It was a hindrance, always catching in the pages of books. Beads of sweat lined the back of her neck, and she was short of breath after a two-hour stint of physical exertion that morning.

She faced her business partner and best friend, Maddy, heading into the back part of the shop holding bags of food and two bottles of water.

“Hey, Angie. I bring food.”

The bottles almost toppled over, but Angie reached forward and caught them. She smiled at her friend, whose short, light brown waves bobbed as she settled the food onto the counter. Maddy wasn’t much taller than the front counter, but Angie would kill for her slim figure and hazel eyes, which sometimes pierced into her own when Maddy worried about the slightest things.

“Thanks, Maddy. I’m starving.”

Angie pulled out a warm cheese and ham croissant, sinking her teeth into the soft, flaky texture, butter dripping down her chin. Wiping her mouth with a napkin, she stood by the counter with Maddy opposite. “It’s been six months, Maddy. We need more customers just to meet costs. We have to make this bookshop work. The online bookstores are killing our business.”

Maddy nodded while holding onto her hash brown. “It takes time, Angie. Let me worry about the numbers. I do the books, after all.”

“But we should have more steady sales by now.” She chewed more of the croissant, savouring the delicious flavours.

Maddy grinned. “I know, but you’re a people person. You’ll find ways to attract more customers.” She sighed. “The bookshop will be booming soon. You’ll see. Cutting out the voluntary work at the hospital will pay off. You’ll be needed here on Saturdays.” She spoke through a mouth full of food.

Angie knit her brows. “You’re right. I’ll think of something. I hope. This is our new baby.” 

Angie had known Maddy since primary school, and they’d been best friends ever since. She’d had Angie’s back through the dark times, and there wasn’t anyone else Angie would rather be in this bookshop business with than Maddy. Growing bored at their nine-to-five jobs, they had planned to open the bookshop together. After a few years working as a marketing executive, Angie managed to save enough for her half of the investment. Maddy had come up with the other half working as a financial analyst. Now, their collective love of books and business was all around them. From the smell of paper and ink to the creaking of the wood floors, Angie felt at home in their little bookshop. She prayed with all her soul that they wouldn’t need to close their doors. If business didn’t pick up soon, though, they would be doing exactly that. All their dreams and plans would be for nothing. 

With Maddy’s accounting skills and Angelina’s business savvy mind, they could surely make this new enterprise work. Angie and Maddy had done well for their twenty-seven years.

The bookshop had a staircase out the back, which led to large bay windows and walking space. The previous owner had used part of that space as a small gallery to display paintings. Next door was a vacant building that her stepfather, Jack, had purchased for her in hopes that she would eventually expand the business. Expanding the store seemed out of the question with the first six months of poor sales.

Angie finished drinking her water then threw all the breakfast scraps into the nearby bin. Together, they opened the roller door and welcomed the three waiting customers standing outside. Maddy made her way into the store while Angie put out a small whiteboard sign to promote selected books. She needed to find the customers who would buy at full price but target bargain-hunters too. The promotions wouldn’t be a regular occurrence but a way to bring in new customers to build the business.

Maddy served the first customer of the day and smiled as the man rattled on about the ills of the world while shaking his head. Poor Maddy, having to deal with someone who complained about everything.

Angie changed focus and peered at the entrance. She needed paying customers, and it didn’t look like any of the morning visitors were buying. She was walking to the counter when in the corner of her eye, she caught a familiar face. She flinched and her stomach seemed to sink right out of her. What was he doing here?

Enrico looked a little older but hadn’t changed much with his short, black glossy hair, striking bright blue eyes, a strong jawline, and shaped eyebrows. His attractiveness was never in question, but behind that chiselled physique hid a viper—a bully who thought he was God’s gift to women. Angie doubted ten years could change someone that much. Once a bully, always a bully.

Angie scanned the room for Maddy and found her still busy with the customer. Enrico turned in her direction but didn’t look surprised to see her. With a hesitant step, he approached her and lowered his gaze. “Hello, Angie.”

Her bottom lip trembled, and her arms fell loosely to the sides. “Enrico. What are you doing here?” Angie took a deep breath and fought off the images of her past, which still troubled her.

Enrico cleared his throat, hesitating. “I need a book about wood carving. Would you have something?” He averted his eyes and stared out into the distance. 

She nodded, wishing she didn’t have to be the ever professional and could tell him to get lost. “Over here.” Angie slid her fingers across the middle row of a range of handyman and craft books and pulled one out. She promptly deposited it into his hand. “Here. There are a few others on this shelf. Feel free to browse.” 

Angie’s throat was dry, and her legs unsteady. She made her way back to the counter without looking back, trying to calm her nerves. Quickly, she assisted another customer while gazing briefly at Enrico, who flicked through the book and intermittently eyed her with curiosity. Why was the bastard here? Had he come to push the knife deeper into her chest? He acted as if he’d done nothing to her all those years ago. The nerve of him coming into her place of business.

He eventually made his way to the counter. She quickly entered his purchases, the wood carving book she had given him and a thriller novel. She grabbed his credit card, their fingers brushing. She ignored the tingle and the way his eyes scanned her face as she handed him his receipt. “Enjoy the books.”

Enrico stood frozen in his spot without any customers behind him. “So this is your new bookshop?” His eyes roamed. “Interesting.”

She scoffed. “You’re very observant, but yes. Some of us can achieve things in spite of our past. If you’ll excuse me.” Angie rushed away into the staff room at the back of the shop. Her face sweated and her breathing accelerated, the room stifling her. She couldn’t stop shaking. Why did he have to come in here and ruin her day?








  
  

Chapter 2

THE DILEMMA





Enrico rested on the sofa, his mind on Angie. He couldn’t believe she was a businesswoman, and how much she had changed since high school. He remembered her back in school when she was overweight, wore shabby clothing, had a bad haircut with split ends, and wore braces. She had come a long way with her sense of confidence and achievement. 

The television screen showed a morbid love scene causing him to shut his eyes. Love stories were not his thing. Not a moment too soon, he heard a loud, familiar voice and opened his eyes.

His mother, Valentina, shouted from the kitchen. “Stella, I want you down here. I need help with the lasagne. Zia Anna and Zio Pietro are coming for dinner.”

A few seconds later, his sister replied. “But I’m busy, Mum. I have to study.”

Enrico watched his mother, who stood with her hands on her hips, waiting, as if Stella would magically appear. She always took her time whenever they called her from downstairs.

His mother’s dark brown eyes under her wrinkled brow could terrorise anyone into bowing to her wishes. She was short with a chubby build and attractive at fifty-two years of age. He loved his mother, but she could challenge anyone at the best of times.

“You come down here now. My back’s playing up so I need you to help.”

About ten seconds later, Stella called out. “Okay, Mum. I’m coming. Just give me a second.” Her second would most likely turn into thirty minutes.

His mother headed towards her son. “Why do you look so worried, Enrico?” She touched her son’s arm. “Is it work?”

He pressed his lips together, fighting the images of Angie’s glare when she spotted him. He wasn’t welcome in her store and he didn’t blame her. “No work’s fine. I...I saw someone from the past.”

She clasped her hands together. “And who would that be?”

He puffed. “Do you remember Angie from school?” 

His mother nodded. “The girl whose mother was an alcoholic, picking her up half-drunk a few times?”

“Yes, that’s her. Well, she owns a bookshop, and I went in there today and bought a couple of books.” He had discovered her bookshop two weeks earlier, but had only found the courage to go in there today.

“Right. So did you two get along in high school?”

 “Not exactly, but I don’t plan on seeing her again. It’s probably for the best.” Looking back now, he wasn’t proud of how he had treated her, but he couldn’t change the past. 

His mother looked at him questioningly. “Speaking of schools, have you decided to be a part of your school reunion?” 

More recently, his friend, Lorenzo, asked him to join a school reunion committee. Lorenzo was friends with Jenna, who was the organiser.

“I might, but work’s been a bit busy, so I’ll see if I can make the time. Lorenzo mentioned they haven’t sorted out where to have the meetings yet. It’s still in the planning stages.” 

Stella came down the stairs. She was tall, slim, and toned, and believed that a single cracker contained too many calories. She thrived on diets and read loads of health articles and magazines, which pepped her up. Her towering height accentuated her trim and taut body, and her long brown-black hair waved about as she came down the stairs. “Sounds cool, bro. What’s the schedule?”

Enrico lifted his body off the couch, rubbing his thigh. “The first meeting is in a couple of weeks, then they’re every fortnight for the next seven months. But I don’t know if I have the time for a committee for all those months.”

Stella peered at Enrico, her bright blue eyes becoming a shade darker. “Mum, I need to talk to Enrico. Why don’t you start on the dough, and I will be right there?” 

His mother waved her away in exasperation. “Fine, but hurry up.”

She turned back to her brother. “Enrico, I overheard you talking to Mum about Angie. Isn’t that the girl you bullied back in high school?” Stella’s eyes lingered in the distance.

His cheeks burned. “It was a long time ago, Stella, and something I would rather forget? Why are you bringing it up?”

“I don’t know. I am curious about her bookshop. I might just go visit. What do you think? I could use a book or two.”

Enrico sighed. “Why? You don’t need to go in there. Besides, I won’t see her again. I got the books I wanted, and next time I’ll buy my books online.”

“That’s a cop-out, bro. It is her business, and we should be supporting it.”

Enrico drew back. He made a mistake going into the bookshop. The way Angie looked at him with daggers in her eyes made him want to leave as soon as he got in there. He shouldn’t have gone into her bookshop, knowing she would hate him with a passion. But he was curious about Angie.

His father, Giovanni, would have advised him to take a stand and face his fears. If only his father, a senior detective, was still around. He died several years ago, and Enrico had been watching over his family ever since. He hadn’t made the right choices back when he was in Year 12, and he wanted to make up for the way he treated Angie. 

A shout from the kitchen reverberated in his ears. “Stella, in here. Now.”

Stella got up from the stool. “You should see Angie again and apologise for the way you treated her. You were a jackass, but I still love your sorry arse.”

“I love you, too.” His sister walked towards the kitchen with a slouch. He didn’t need to visit Angie again. She hated him and he had satisfied his curiosity.








  
  

Chapter 3

CHANGE OF HEART





Angie breezed through her Carlton townhouse and took off her jacket. She placed it on the clothes hook and walked the narrow walkway to her bedroom. Piles of clothing lay on the floor and a hairbrush rested on the corner of her bed. Closing the beige curtain, Angie put on a crop top underneath her tracksuit. She wanted to head to the local gym for a quick workout after eating a light meal. 

She wandered over to the kitchen and swung open the freezer to get a frozen meal when her brother, Jimmy, strolled inside.

“Hey, Angie.”

She turned towards him, his dark eyes growing dimmer. His large hands threaded through his dark brown crop-style haircut. 

“Hi, Jimmy. Are you okay?”

He hesitated. “Sure.” Angie heated her frozen meal, waiting for the ping of the microwave oven then slamming the door. Jimmy sighed. “Oh, come on. Not frozen food again. I bought us tender T-bone steak.”

She chewed her food then looked up at him. “I’m going to the gym while I’m still motivated to go. Tomorrow night we can have the steak. Would you like a fish cake?”

He sat on the table with his arms crossed, his eyes focusing away from her as if he was in his own little world. “No, and I’ve heard that same old story many times.” He swallowed. “So how’s the bookshop going?”

Her body energised as she dug into the food then took a sip of water. “Not great. I have to find other ways of increasing sales, but I don’t know what to do. I started to sell loads of books in the beginning, but these last couple of months have been dead quiet.” She had a thought. “Has Jack mentioned anything about expanding his woodwork business?” He looked pensive. “Do you know whether he plans to use the building next door to the bookshop?”

Jimmy shook his head. “Didn’t he tell you that you could use the space for more books or a cafe? It was meant for you.”

“I don’t know, Jimmy. I can’t afford to buy more stock so it’s pointless to have that space.”

“If Jack doesn’t decide to use it in the future, you’ll come up with something. You always do, Angie.”

Angie frowned, not wanting to ruminate about her failing business. Packing up her food scraps, she took another sip of water and fetched her gym bag from the grey two-seater sofa. Throw pillows fell on the floor, but she left them there. Jimmy put the pillows back in their rightful place and tidied up the beige curtains, which had been messed up by Angie’s gym bag. Cleaning was the last thing on her priority list. “And everything’s okay with your course?”

He nodded. “I’m loving the course. I’m starting my placement at a youth drop-in centre in the next couple of months. I can’t wait.”

Angie smiled at Jimmy’s choice of career in youth work. He thrived on helping people with his empathetic and understanding nature.

“Sounds interesting.” She smiled and wrapped him in a big bear hug. “I’ll catch you soon, Jimmy. I need to burn off those calories.” 

“Wait.” She changed her stance and put down her gym bag. 

Jimmy inched his way towards her. “Do you remember Jenna Dangles from high school?” Her mind flashed back to the shameful memories back then. She nodded. She’d been kind to Angie, one of the few former schoolmates who had. “Well, Jenna’s sister, Dina, and I have recently become friends, and she mentioned how Jenna’s started organising a school reunion. She’s struggling to find more people to join the planning committee for the reunion. Apparently, someone pulled out at the last minute, and no-one wants to commit. Why don’t you join?”

Angie winced. She didn’t want to dredge up the horrid memories of high school. Why should she be a part of it? “I don’t think so, Jimmy. I am pretty busy with the bookshop six days a week, so I don’t think I’d have the time to commit.”

Jimmy approached and touched her shoulder. “I understand how bad it was at school, but aren’t you the one who always told me to help others in need? Contribute to the community? I think if you can confront the past, you’ll be able to move forward. Take on the challenge. Isn’t it what you drum into my head?”

Angie’s breathing turned erratic. “I have moved forward, Jimmy.”

“No, you haven’t. I think, if you can get to the source of the problem, namely your school life, you won’t have that over your head and you’ll stop underestimating the kind of person you are. I know the bullying still bothers you. It needs to be faced, Angie.”

She knew he was right, but she had closed that chapter of her life. Why rehash it? Angie had to admit that, in spite of all she achieved, a part of her body housed a deep sense of emptiness. 

“And they’re wanting to find a venue that is not expensive and has space.I guess the committee has a limited budget. Maybe you could offer the bookstore? It would bring in more income and get people there.”

 She angled her head, her mind churning at the possibility. Could she offer up her bookshop as a venue and bring in some extra revenue? They had all that space next door. It could be a good idea to bring in more revenue. They could rent out the shop and the space next door for events or meetings. She could focus on the bigger picture and see it as a business transaction. “Fine, Jimmy. I’ll offer up the bookstore as a space, but only if I get a say on how the space is used. And a damage deposit.”

“It sounds great, Angie. What a great idea. I’ll tell Dina to get Jenna to ring you.”


      [image: ]As Angie was leaving the gym, her phone buzzed in her bag. She dug into the gym bag and glimpsed the caller ID—a number she didn’t recognise. She answered the call. “Hello.”

“Angie...Is that you?”

The voice sounded familiar. “Yes, it’s Angie. Who is this?”

“It’s Jenna Dangles from high school. Do you remember me?”

She slouched as she made her way back to her car and entered. “Hi, Jenna. I do remember you. My brother, Jimmy mentioned being friends with your sister.”

“Yes, Dina did tell me that. Anyway, I’m the main organiser of the reunion committee, and Jimmy mentioned you wanted to offer up your bookshop as a venue for the reunion celebration?”

Her hands shook slightly. “That’s right.” She could use the extra money and possibly have a side business to help pay for the bank loan. She didn’t want to default on the loan, and if things didn’t improve, she would.

“We do have funding to pay you for the venue, but I’ll check it out and let you know. Now someone on the committee decided to pull out at the last minute. I haven’t had much luck finding another committee member, and we do need one more. I would really appreciate one more person helping out. Would you be interested, Angie?”

Focus on the big picture, she thought. She’d always been the type to help out, and if she was offering the bookshop for a venue, Angie needed to be on the committee to make sure they choose it, and that decorations and activities didn’t risk the store. “If I’m possibly having the venue at my bookstore, I really should help out.”

“Great.” She paused. “Do you have a space we could use for our meetings? Our home is getting renovated at the moment and I haven’t asked anyone else yet. It’ll give me a chance to check out the space. But I will understand if you say no, Angie. I can ask someone else.”

She did have the space. Clenching her fists, she pushed down her nerves. “Sure.”

“You’re amazing, Angie. Thank you.” She coughed. “I feel really bad I wasn’t friends with you back in high school. I know you had your own friends, but I wanted to do more for you, and I think I should’ve stood up for you against those bullies. I was too gutless.”

“That’s ridiculous, Jenna. I remember you did give them a piece of your mind on a couple of occasions. Besides, you had no control over the pranks they pulled on me or the words they used. You had your own life and there is no need to make it up to me.”

“Thanks for saying that, but I should’ve done more. Anyway, would next Wednesday night at seven be okay with you?”

“Sure. Not a problem. I can text you my address.”

“I will let the others know. Thanks again, Angie. You’re a life-saver.”

She ended the call with a heavy heart, wondering if she made the right decision.








  
  

Chapter 4

A SOUR PAST





Enrico ended the call on his phone after talking to his friend, Lorenzo, who was also a policeman. He decided to join the reunion committee, and Jenna mentioned that the meetings were now going to be held at Angie’s bookstore. He assumed she’d be on the committee if she was offering up her store as a meeting place. So much for staying out of her way.Enrico decided to join the committee as a way of helping out a few caterer friends of his to establish their business, and what better way than to give one of them the reunion to cater for? Although he would have to make a choice between them, so a couple of them would miss out. He was also well-known within his local community of Brunswick and thrived on getting involved in any kind of event. Working on the reunion committee was also a way to give back to his local area after the way he behaved in high school. 

Enrico enjoyed being a policeman to instil justice, but the flashes of his past still lingered in his mind. The reunion committee could be the event that would give him some closure over the past, and he was looking forward to the experience. He wasn’t sure how he’d be interacting with Angie, but he was a changed man and he had to push through his guilt.As his mind turned back to Angie, he realised one thing. As bad as he had been back in high school, she hadn’t been easy to like back then either. She had been opinionated and distant, as if she didn’t care about anything. He focused back on the present and got ready for the first reunion meeting at Angie’s bookstore in Fitzroy. 

Walking out of the house, he entered his car, drove to Fitzroy, and parked by the kerb. He dreaded seeing Angie again.

Heading to the back of the bookshop, he dodged a few people on the street and made his way to the door. He rang the doorbell and waited for a few minutes, wondering if anyone heard it. He shuffled his feet along the ground and took a deep breath. When the door opened wide, their eyes locked and Angie glared at him. Obviously, it wasn’t such a great idea that he’d decided to join the committee.


      [image: ]Oh, Christ! Enrico! You have got to be kidding me. This arrogant jerk was on the committee. Why didn’t Jenna mention anything?

“What are you doing here?” Angie asked.

His face warmed. “I’m on the reunion committee. It was a last-minute change, but I told my friend, Lorenzo, to let Jenna know.”

She crossed her arms and left the door partially ajar, spotting Jenna behind him. She was a short woman with friendly blue eyes and black, bob style hair. “Hi Jenna.”

Jenna looked at Enrico then Angie. “Hi guys.” She whispered in her ear. “I am so sorry. I didn’t know he was coming. But maybe it’s time you sorted things out? He is a changed man, and I should know, his friend, Lorenzo, is also a close friend of my husband.”

Enrico must’ve heard the comment. “Didn’t Lorenzo mention I decided to join?”

Jenna shook her head. “No, he must’ve forgotten.” She frowned. “Let’s get started.”

Angie opened the door wider and let them inside the staff room which had two red leather couches, a kitchenette, a table with four timber chairs, and a computer with desk space.

As Enrico sat awkwardly on the couch, Angie took out jugs of water with glasses and set them on the table. Then she brought out a tray of cheese, dips, and crackers. Her hands were shaking as she ignored the man she loathed and focused on ushering the last of the committee into the back. One by one, the rest of the group entered the back of the shop. When everyone had gathered, Jenna introduced Angie to the six people in the room, some smiling and two others with blank expressions. “You remember Gina, Ray, Tim, and Susie.”

“Good to see you all again.” Angie nodded. A deep old wound ignited fury at the way Gina ignored her, and how Ray pretended he hadn’t been equally as vicious as the other bullies. Gina obviously hadn’t changed.

As the remainder of the group took their seats, the only empty seat was beside Enrico.

She took the seat but sat motionlessly. In the corner of her eye, she could see Enrico’s gaze fixed on her. If she’d known the bullying group would be part of the committee, she wouldn’t have agreed to this. Perhaps Jenna wasn’t as kind as Angie thought.

With clenched teeth, Angie directed her gaze to Jenna sorting out documents. Bile rose in her throat at the way Gina gawked with her dark-brown eyes, threading her fingers through her red hair. The black tight-fitted t-shirt displayed her cleavage and tight jeans showed her buxom curves. What she possessed in beauty, she lacked in warmth and personality. She’d been Enrico’s girlfriend back in Year 12, and Angie wondered if they were still a couple. Not that she cared. They were welcome to each other.

“Let’s get started.” Jenna straightened in her seat. “First of all, let’s discuss housekeeping rules. We’ll meet here fortnightly or every three weeks, but the days might change. Depending on progress, we might be able to catch up virtually as it gets closer to the seven months. We will endeavour to have the reunion by early December. Later than that, and people might be away on holidays.” She looked at Angie. “Angie’s been kind enough to organise snacks and to offer us this space. Thanks, Angie.” Angie smiled, then Jenna turned over a page. “I’ve spoken to the school alumni and funding should be arranged. I have a handout with all the tasks.” She distributed a document, and each member passed the paper over to the next person.
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