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Prologue

 New Year’s Eve. The
present day.

“Joshua, wait!” I cried and then I chased after
him.

I don’t
know what will happen to me if I walk back out through our log
cabin’s front door with him, and I don’t care. All I know is that
I’m not going to let him die alone and that wherever he goes, I
want to go too. That whatever happens to him, I want it to happen
to me as well. All that matters is that we’re together, even if
it’s only as we meet our end.


Hopefully I’ll be able to reach him in time to take his hand.
Hopefully if we’re both holding hands as we walk back out through
our log cabin’s front door together at the final stroke of
midnight, my entire existence will be completely erased along with
his and we’ll both disappear forever together. Hopefully when he
returns to the nothingness from whence he came, I’ll be able to go
with him and turn to nothingness as well. I may not be able to save
him and we may not be able to stay together, but hopefully we can
both cease to exist together. We wouldn’t be together as such, but
at least we would never be apart.

At my
cries Joshua halted and he and Eros both turned around…

As they
stood there just in front of the doorway Joshua’s teary golden eyes
widened in surprise when he saw that I was almost upon them and
beside him Eros’ eyes filled with alarm–

Just as I was about to finally reach Joshua and take his
hand, as the eleventh bong
resounded throughout our log cabin Psyche
suddenly grabbed me from behind in a firm yet careful restraint
that cruelly kept me right here where I was only a few feet away
from the man that I loved and prevented me from ever getting any
closer to him.

“Let me go! Let go of me!” I wept, struggling and fighting
against her hold for all I was worth trying desperately to break
free of it and get to Joshua before it was too late.

Joshua
immediately started to take a step towards me but Eros quickly
reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder to stop him, and in
response Joshua’s shoulders sagged with utmost defeat and
despair.

His
teary golden gaze meeting mine, Joshua gave me an extremely sad,
tearful smile and then mouthed, “I love you.”

As the twelfth bong
resounded throughout our log cabin, with his
teary golden gaze never leaving mine Joshua stepped backwards out
through the open doorway just behind him–

“Joshua, no!” I screamed.


Chapter 1

 1st January, New
Year’s Day. Twelve months earlier.

“Today a whole new chapter of your life will begin,” Amy read
happily to us all from her phone as soon as all of the basic
information that she’d entered about me into Madame Cassandra’s
free fortune-telling website had generated my personalised New
Year’s Day fortune. “Someone close to you will give you something
that will change your life forever and in the twelve months that
follow, all of your dreams will finally start to come true. You
will at last know love in its purest, deepest, truest
form…”

“What a load of crap,” Andie scoffed. “I can’t believe you
actually believe in all of this nonsense.”

“What does mine say?” Abby asked Amy with amusement, just to
annoy Andie.

Through
it all Annie had been busily tapping away on her own phone– no
doubt sharing everywhere we’d been, everything we’d done, all of
the photos that she’d taken and all of her latest purchases with
the entire world via every social media platform in existence. She
looked up now and gladly joined Amy and Abby in a friendly
three-against-one debate with Andie on the believability of
astrology, crystal balls, tarot cards, palm-reading and other
methods of fortune-telling.


Meanwhile, I just sighed dreamily and wished with all my
heart that everything Madame Cassandra had foretold for me would
come true…

But I
knew that it wouldn’t.

It’s not that I don’t believe in magic, soulmates, true love
and happy endings– I just don’t believe that such wonderful things
will ever happen to me!

After a
particularly long and cold winter, today had been such a beautiful
sunny, slightly warmer day that the girls and I had visited our
nearest, biggest shopping centre to check out all of the New Year’s
Day sales. And after a couple of hours of some pretty hard-core
shopping, we’d all unanimously decided to take a little mid-morning
break so had popped into one of the many cafés inside the shopping
centre for a much needed slice of cake and cup of our favourite hot
beverage.

As we
all sat here together around one of the café’s countless round
wooden tables with our endless number of colourful shopping bags
set underneath it between us, the five of us could easily be
mistaken for sisters. After all, we all had the Warrens’ fair skin,
hazel eyes and long chestnut brown hair, we all had the same tall,
slender and curvaceous figures, and we all looked to be around
similar ages.

But we
weren’t sisters.

Instead, the five of us were really all just cousins who were
each the only children of one of the five Warrens– who
actually were sisters!

Sitting
across the table from me in the pretty pink floral sweater dress
and matching ankle boots with shoulder-length hair and a big baby
bump was Amanda Dylan: the eldest cousin and the sweet, settled
one. Turning thirty-five this year, Amy was very happily married to
her childhood sweetheart, Adam Dylan, was six months pregnant with
their sixth child and was a full-time housewife and stay-at-home
mum whose cheerfulness and eternal optimism always made her seem so
much younger than she actually was.

Sitting next to her on the left in the buttoned-up navy blue
cardigan, white blouse, smart black trousers and practical black
shoes with black horn-rimmed glasses and her hip-length hair tied
in a long braid was Doctor Andrea Reid: the second eldest cousin
and the smart, serious one. Turning thirty-three this year, Andie
was so extremely sensible and mature that everyone always assumed
that she was the
oldest! Like Amy, Andie was also very happily married to her own
long-time partner in crime, and she and her husband, Doctor Timothy
Reid, were both theoretical physicists at the university where they
had first met during their studies over a decade ago who
collaborated on many of their projects. Their work was their baby
and with both of them being so incredibly driven and
career-oriented, neither of them had any desire to ever have
any real children.

On my
left, sitting between me and Andie in the extremely low-cut tight
black sweater, denim miniskirt and black thigh-high boots with
waist-length hair and the curviest figure was Abigail Fields: the
middle cousin and the sexy, sensual one. Turning thirty-one this
year, Abby was a Latin dance instructor who wasn’t married, engaged
or even in a relationship, didn’t have any children, and had
absolutely no interest whatsoever in ever having any of the above.
Instead, all Abby wanted was sex– constant, casual, commitment-free
sex– and she had an extremely active sex life which consisted of an
endless stream of one-night stands where she never slept with the
same man again.

On my right, sitting between me and Amy in the expensive
designer label fluffy white sweater, jeans and furry white
knee-high boots with armpit-length hair and her phone forever glued
to her hand was Annabelle Harvey: the youngest cousin and the
social, stylish one. Turning twenty-seven this year, Annie had
recently gotten engaged to her high school sweetheart, Tom Willis,
who she was going to be marrying this summer and starting a family
with in the very near future– though not quite as large a family as
Amy and Adam’s! Everyone
likes Annie– she has the thousands of friends and
followers and an extremely busy social life to prove it– and she
always keeps up-to-date with all of the very latest trends in
fashion, technology and social media.

And then there’s me, Angelia Bryant– or Angie, as everybody calls
me– in the
long grey knitted cardigan, long-sleeve white t-shirt, skinny
jeans and grey fur-trimmed black ankle boots with
midback-length hair: the second youngest cousin and the shy,
perpetually single one who’s sad, lonely and
cursed.

I must be cursed –
at least when it comes to love– because in all of
my twenty-eight years and ten months of existence I’ve never
attracted a single bit of male interest. 

Not
once!

Either way, cursed or not, I’m the
woman that Cupid forgot.

In all of my life to date I’ve never been kissed, I’ve never
had sex, I’ve never been on a date or even been asked out on one,
I’ve never had a boyfriend, I’ve never been in love or ever
had a man fall in love with me, I’ve never had someone special
to celebrate Valentine’s Day or any of the holidays
with… 

I’ve never even held hands with a man!

And it
didn’t seem as if any of that was going to be changing anytime
soon.

If
ever.

As a result, my list of ‘things to do before I’m thirty’ was
filled with items that most women my age had already ticked
off by the end of their teens and others that they simply took
as a given, but which it didn’t look as if I was ever going to
get a chance to experience.

I’ve tried everything to change my lonesome fate, but nothing
has worked.

Amy, Andie and Annie have all set me up on an endless number
of blind dates or double dates with men that they know and Abby has
taken me speed dating with her many times, but each and every one
of my dates was always completely bored and uninterested. So much
so that some of them even ended up running off with another
woman!

Abby and Annie have taken me out with them to countless pubs,
clubs, bars, dances and parties in the hope that at one of them I
would finally meet a man, and for that same reason I’ve attended
all of the social groups and singles mixers that Annie has
suggested for me, but at each and every event I may as well have
been completely invisible because none of the men there ever paid
me even the slightest bit of attention.

I’ve registered with all of the innumerable online dating
sites that Annie has recommended for me– some of which I actually had to
pay for– to
enlist the help of their matchmaking services in finding myself a
man, but on each and every one of them I was their only female
member to have absolutely no men liking or messaging
her.

In my desperation, on some occasions I’ve swallowed my pride,
gathered my courage and actually gone up to a man and asked him out
myself… only to be either politely turned down or coldly rejected,
each and every experience extremely disappointing and utterly
humiliating.

Once Abby even sat me down and taught me all of her very best
lines and moves for flirting with men, but none of them had had any
effect whatsoever on any of the men that I’d subsequently used them
on and instead, each and every attempt had been nothing but an
incredibly degrading and embarrassing failure. And then when Abby’s
confusion over my total lack of success had led her to go and do
all of the exact same things with all of the exact same men to see
whether the problem had been with me, with her tips or with them,
they had all worked like a charm!

Even all of the men who have trouble getting women have never
wanted anything to do with me, and all of the women who have
trouble getting men have always been so much luckier in love than I
am.

After each and every one of those incidents I’d tried telling
myself that it was their loss rather than mine– especially since I’m yet to
actually come across a man or even the online dating profile of a
man who I think is perfect for me and I desperately want to be with
anyway– but I’d
never really believed it.

For some reason, men just don’t like me– at least not as anything other
than just a friend. After all, I’ve got plenty of male acquaintances who I get
along with well enough and who seem to like me just
fine, just not in a romantic or sexual
way.

Maybe there’s something wrong with me– something that only men can see.
Maybe all of the men in the world know something about me that I
don’t. It’s almost as if I’ve got the words ‘steer clear of this
one’ written across my forehead in a sign that every eligible
bachelor I encounter can read but I don’t even know is on
there!

Either way, whether there really is something wrong with me or not, I
just don’t understand why I’m having such trouble attracting a
mate. What has every other woman on the planet got that I haven’t?
What does each of my cousins have that I don’t? What’s so special
about all of the other women in the world and so wrong with
me? Why am I being
ignored, forgotten and left out?

Whatever
it is, I just wish someone would put me out of my misery and tell
me because I really want to know.

Sometimes I think that even if I was the only woman to show
up to a party, at the end of the night I would leave it without
ever having had any of the men there so much as even hit on me.
Sometimes I think that I could stroll completely naked into a room
full of men and none of them would even give me a second glance,
let alone wolf-whistle at me. Sometimes I think that even if I was
the last woman on earth, no man would want me.

And sometimes I fear that my own soulmate– assuming I even have one, that
is– wouldn’t want
me either because when we finally meet he’ll be just as repulsed by
me as all of the other men on the planet seem to be.

I try
not to take such universal male rejection personally or let it get
me down and affect my self-esteem, but it’s hard not to when at its
simplest, most basic level the fact of the matter is that no man
wants to date me, marry me, breed with me or have anything at all
to do with me. I’ve got a lot of love to give, but clearly there
isn’t a man on this earth who wants to receive it.

I guess I’m just destined to die alone. I guess I’m just not
meant to ever fall in love, get married, have children and grow old
with someone special.

And that’s a shame, because it’s all I’ve ever
wanted…

“What has everyone got planned for this evening?” Annie asked
us all now that their debate had ended with both sides simply
agreeing to disagree. “Tom and I are going to a big New Year’s Day
party in London with some of our friends.”

“Tim and I are going to a New Year’s Day dinner party that’s
being hosted by some of our colleagues,” Andie answered
her.

“Adam and I are going to be staying in and watching Disney
films with all of our children,” Amy answered her.

“I’ve got some work to do at the bookshop,” I answered her
quietly, wishing desperately that I had something better to do
tonight and someone special to do it with.

But I didn’t.

I never did, so instead I was just going to be making myself
useful by staying late at the bookshop catching up with a couple of
things and getting everything ready for when it opened again first
thing tomorrow morning.

“I’m going dancing at a nightclub where
I’ll also be on the prowl for my very first lover of the year,”
Abby answered her with a wicked smile. “After all, there’s no
better way to start the New Year than with a
bang!” she added with a
saucy wink.

“Oh for God’s sake, Abigail!” Andie scolded her with open
disapproval. “You’re going to be turning thirty-one this year!
Don’t you think it’s about time you started thinking about your
future?”

“We’re not getting any younger, Abby,” Amy
added much more gently. “Sooner or later you’re going to have to
find yourself someone to settle down with or one day you’ll find
yourself old and alone–”

“I won’t be alone,” Abby assured her with
an unrepentant smirk, completely unperturbed. “I’ll have Angie to
keep me company. She and I are going to be a pair of old cat ladies
together–”

At that
my eyes widened in surprise, completely taken aback by her
confident claim, and Abby suddenly broke off with alarm and looked
over at me in horror upon realising what she’d just
said.

Amy,
Andie and Annie all immediately looked over at me in
concern.

In the extremely awkward silence that followed I gave them
all a weak smile and even managed a faint
chuckle– after all, it’s better to laugh
than to cry, which was what I really wanted to do!

I knew exactly what Abby had meant by that, and it was
actually very sweet of her to consider me in her plans for her
future, but it still hurt. It hurt that she clearly had so little
faith in my ever becoming anything but a lonely old spinster who
had hundreds of cats in lieu of a husband, children and
grandchildren and needed someone to keep her company so she
wouldn’t be alone.

And it wasn’t just Abby who felt that way– every time they looked at me, I always saw that very same
pity and sympathy in the eyes of Amy, Andie, Annie, my parents and
all of my other relatives. Abby was just the only one of them who
had ever said anything about it out loud.

I don’t know exactly when it had happened, but everyone who
knew me no longer believed that I would ever find true
love.

And I could hardly blame any of them for that, because I
didn’t either.

Not
anymore.

Avoiding their gazes, not wanting them to see the tears that
were swimming in my eyes, I told them all quietly, “I’m just going
to go and return my book to the library. I’ll send a text as soon
as I’m ready to meet up with all of you again.”

Feeling all of their eyes on me, I kept my tearful gaze
averted as I retrieved my black leather handbag from where I’d set
it underneath the table at my feet, removed the required amount of
cash from my matching purse to pay for my fifth of our bill and
then set the money onto the tabletop beside my empty cup and
plate.

My teary eyes still not meeting any of their gazes, I rose
from my seat and then grabbed my thick dark grey duffle jacket from
where I’d draped it around the back of my wooden chair and quickly
put it on.

Without another word I slung my handbag over my shoulder,
gathered up all of my many colourful shopping bags from where I’d
set them underneath the table and then abruptly left.

I needed to be alone for a little while– which was silly really because I
had the rest of my life to look forward to just that.

And nothing else.

* *
*

“What’s the matter with me?” I asked all of the romance novels
in the bookcase across from me with a sigh.

I didn’t
get an answer.

Not that I was expecting one.

Tonight everyone else in the world was out there partying,
having fun and celebrating New Year’s Day with their loved ones,
and here I was bored, alone and leaning over the counter of my
parents’ closed, silent and empty bookshop thinking about how
little I had to look forward to this year and all that I was going
to be missing out on yet again.

There hadn’t been very much that had needed to be done in
here after all and when I’d finished all of it in only a couple of
hours, I’d spent some time sitting in the big office/storeroom that
was through the door in the wall just behind the counter planning
out my next novel…

Only to give up a little while later wondering why I was even
bothering! After all, it’s not as if I’d had any luck with any of
my previous ones.

Ever since I was eight years old I’d had my heart set on
being an author, so I’d spent the fourteen years that had followed
gaining qualifications all the way up to postgraduate level that
could help me make that dream come true. And when I’d finally
finished my studies seven years ago, at long last I’d been ready to
get started.

I’d always known that writing a novel was no quick or easy
task, but I’d had no idea just how challenging and time-consuming
it really was! Or how damn near impossible it would be to get the
finished piece published.

In the seven years that have passed since I left university,
I’ve written six novels– all of them love
stories of various genres– but not a single one of them has been
accepted by a literary agency, which is only the first
hurdle!

It’s
probably for the best that the world will never read those first
six novels of mine– at least not anytime soon– because I fear that
my complete and utter lack of experience in romance and
relationships has made all of their love scenes woefully unexciting
and laughably unrealistic. After all, everyone is always saying
that you should write what you know, so how was I supposed to write
about kissing, foreplay and making love when I’ve never experienced
any of them for myself!

I’d been
hoping that everything I’d learned from all of the romance novels
that I’ve read, everything I’d seen in all of the films and TV
shows that I’ve watched and everything that my vivid imagination
has dreamed up about kissing, foreplay and lovemaking would be more
than enough to compensate for my total lack of personal experience
in all of those activities, but unfortunately it turns out that I
couldn’t have been more wrong and it seems as if I’ll never truly
be able to write a love story without having first had one of my
own.

But that
was never going to happen.

And not
through any lack of trying.

Amy is
always telling me to never give up hope and that I’ll find someone
someday.

Well it’s hard to hold onto hope when everyone I know has
already lost theirs for me, and that’s easy for her to say! She and Adam had been
together all their lives ever since they’d met in the sandbox on
their first day of nursery long before Andie, Abby, Annie and I had
even been born! She didn’t have a clue what I was going through
because she had absolutely no idea what it was like to be faced
with the very real possibility of spending the rest of my life all
alone without ever knowing love.

Besides,
I’m going to be turning twenty-nine at the end of next month, so
how much longer am I going to have to wait? How much longer can I
afford to wait? After all, I’m not getting any younger or prettier,
and my biological clock just keeps on ticking. Before I know it
I’ll be beset with wrinkles and white hairs and if I spend too long
waiting around for a man who’s never even going to show up, by the
time I finally accept the sad fact that he’s simply not coming and
never will be not only will I have missed out on ever falling in
love and getting married, but I’ll have lost my chance to have
children as well because by then it will be too late for me to be
able to do anything about it.

Annie is
always telling me that I need to get out more and go places where
I’ll meet a man who has similar interests.

Well that’s much easier said than done as well! After all,
where does she want me to go? What does she expect me to do? All of
my hobbies– reading, writing, drawing, knitting, embroidery and
amateur astronomy– are the type that one usually does alone from
the comfort of their own home so aren’t really the kind that I
would need to go out and about for. Besides, I already
do frequently go out
with the girls, but I’m still no less unlucky in love and all of
our girls’ days out and girls’ nights out haven’t made any
difference whatsoever to my non-existent love life.

Andie is
always telling me that I don’t need a husband and children to be
happy or to make me feel complete and that instead I should just
focus on my career and find fulfilment in that.

Well I
wasn’t getting anywhere with that either! In fact, seven years on I
was now no closer to achieving my dreams that I had been when I’d
first started out, so pretty soon I was going to have to make a
very difficult but very important decision: to carry on as I was in
the hope that one day at least one of my novels would eventually
get published, to switch to a much safer, simpler genre which
didn’t involve any love scenes for me to struggle with and
ultimately screw up– like children’s stories– or to finally admit
defeat and abandon the entire venture altogether.

Luckily
for me, if it ever came to option number three I already had
another career to fall back on.

My
parents have always been extremely supportive of me and my dreams
and as soon as I’d finished my studies seven years ago, they’d
given me a full-time job in their huge fiction-only bookshop,
Worlds of Our Own, so that I would be free and able to focus on
writing my novels and getting them published instead of stressing
over struggling to enter the world of work and then slaving away
all day, every day doing something that I absolutely hated just so
that I could earn a living with no time whatsoever to pursue my
dreams.

The job
that my mum and dad had so kindly given me was a very good one
indeed and if I had to spend the rest of my life doing just that,
it wasn’t my dream job but at least I would be content. After all,
the pay is great– more than enough for me to be able to afford the
small one-bedroom apartment that I currently live in– and I’ve got
the best bosses that an employee could ask for. Also, the work is
enjoyable, the bookshop is an extremely stimulating environment for
an aspiring author to work in because it’s incredibly inspiring to
spend my days constantly surrounded by and working with such an
abundance of literary masterpieces, and at the end of the day I
wasn’t left so physically and mentally drained that I could barely
even remember my own name, let alone write my novels.

Annie
hadn’t had it easy either– at least not in the beginning– and she
was so lucky that everything had worked out so well for her in the
end.

When
Annie had finished her postgraduate studies a couple of years after
I had she’d spent almost a year struggling to get a job in the
extremely competitive world of fashion journalism… and then her
super-successful fashion blog had caught the attention of her
favourite fashion magazine and they’d hired her to do it for them
professionally!

As much
as I love Annie and as happy as I am for her, it’s so unfair that
my younger cousin already has her dream job and her dream man while
I have neither and that she’ll be getting married and starting a
family before me because it didn’t seem as if I ever would.
Sometimes I think that all of the luck in life and love has skipped
me entirely and gone straight to Annie!

Abby is
always telling me that I don’t need a husband and children and that
instead I should just enjoy being single and all of the fun and
freedom that comes with it.

Well
what’s so great about being single! I’ve been single all my life
and it hasn’t been any fun at all! Instead all my perpetual
singledom has ever brought me is such unending loneliness, misery
and despair that I can’t see why anyone who actually had a choice
in the matter would actively choose to be single when there’s so
much more fun to be had being in a relationship.

Besides,
what Andie and Abby both clearly fail to realise is that my desire
to have a husband and children has never been a question of need,
but of want.

All my
life all I’ve ever wanted was to meet my soulmate, fall completely
and hopelessly head over heels in love with him and then for the
two of us to get married, have a couple of children and spend the
rest of our lives together in total, blissful happiness. All my
life all I’ve ever dreamed about was having a love story of my very
own just like all of the love stories that I’ve spent my life
reading and watching and writing. I want that more than anything in
the entire world.

It
breaks my heart to know that none of my dreams were ever going to
come true.

It kills
me to know that all of my dreams were always going to be just that:
just dreams.

And with
every day that passed, I died a little more inside at the knowledge
that no matter how badly I hoped and wished and prayed otherwise,
all of my dreams were ones that could never become real.

My
parents have never said anything– at least not to me– but I can see
it in their eyes just how big a disappointment I am to
them.

Not that
I blame them.

After
all, I’m their only daughter and their only child but I haven’t
given them a son-in-law to welcome into our family, a brood of
grandchildren to play with and spoil rotten or even a successful
career and series of impressive achievements for them to be proud
of and boast about to everyone they knew, and I probably never
would.

No
matter how hard I tried and no matter how badly I wanted to, I just
couldn’t seem to give them any of those things, and I felt terrible
about it.

As a
result, not only was I a failure in life and a failure in love, but
I was a failure as a daughter as well.

And as if all of that wasn’t bad enough, my grandparents were
only making me feel even worse– my maternal grandparents
and my paternal
grandparents– because every time I saw them they were always asking
me when I was going to find myself a nice young man and get married
or when I was going to get myself a husband and give them some
great-grandchildren. As if it was the easiest thing in the world
and I was simply choosing
to deprive them of all of those
things!

Thus,
not only was I a failure as a daughter, but I was a failure as a
granddaughter as well.

After suffering nearly twenty-nine years of this unending
loneliness, misery and despair with nothing ever changing and no
sign that it ever would, I think it’s safe to say that either I
simply don’t have a soulmate somewhere out there or I
do have a soulmate, but
he and I are never going to find each other–

I looked
up with a frown when one of the little silver bells above the
bookshop’s double wooden doors suddenly began singing its merry
little jingle to signal the arrival of a customer. I could have
sworn that I’d flipped the sign on their windows around to
‘closed’…

I
relaxed when I saw that it was only Abby who was entering, and then
my confusion turned to curiosity.

She must
have been dropping by to see me on her way to the nightclub because
she was dressed to kill in a sexy red bodycon minidress, her
strappy red stilettos clacking on the bookshop’s polished wooden
flooring as she made her way over to me at the counter. In one hand
she was holding her little red leather clutch bag, and with her
other hand she was carrying a big vintage style Dreams of
Yesteryear gift bag.

With an
entirely wooden décor that made it appear charming and
old-fashioned, but in all of the best ways, Worlds of Our Own’s
many large and interconnected rooms were each dedicated to a
particular genre of fiction with all of their walls lined with
massive bookcases and a series of smaller stalls standing along
their centres displaying sale items, new releases and books that
were related to a recent film or TV series. The counter that I was
leaning over was located at the far right of the bookshop’s large
foyer, which was also the romance room.

“I can’t bear the thought of you being mad at me, Angie,” Abby
said the moment she’d come to a stop to stand across from me on the
other side of the counter.

“I’m not mad at you,” I immediately assured her–

“Well, you should be,” she insisted, cutting me off. “I never
should have said what I did this morning. I should never have
even thought it!
Anyway,” she set the gift bag in front of me on the countertop and
then explained, “I was going to give this to you next month as part
of your birthday present, but I’m giving it to you now as a peace
offering. Who knows?” she added with a smirk. “Maybe it will end up
being the special something that Madame Cassandra foresaw someone
close to you giving you today which will change your life forever
and make all of your dreams come true… Go on, open it.”

“You didn’t have to do this, Abby,” I told her with a smile as
I obliged her by removing the big pink velvet hinged necklace box
from inside the gift bag. I raised its lid. “There really wasn’t
any need–”

I gasped
when I saw what was inside, unable to believe my eyes.

“I knew you would like it,” she told me proudly at my
reaction. “I bought it from that popular antique shop in Oxford
Street that Amy dragged me to on Boxing Day– Dreams of
Yesteryear, I think it’s called. The moment I saw
it I thought of you, since you’re a hopeless romantic who’s really into Greek
mythology, and I just knew that it would make the perfect
present.”

Abby
couldn’t have been more right.

Held
securely in place on the pink velvet bed of the necklace box’s
interior was a two inch tall three-dimensional white marble pendant
of Cupid as a cherub– or more accurately, as a putto– standing
sideways on facing his left and drawing back his bow. His curly
hair, his every adorable feature, the creases on his little
loincloth, the feathers on his tiny wings and even the designs of
his bow, arrows and the small quiver that was slung across his body
were all so exquisitely lifelike and realistic that he looked as if
he could fly away at any moment!

When
worn, the tip of the arrow that he was taking aim with would point
directly to the wearer’s heart, and the pendant was hanging from a
strong gold chain whose elaborately twisted design resembled a thin
length of rope.

The tale of Cupid and Psyche was my favourite love story of
all time, and this necklace was exactly like Cupid’s necklace which
he’d given Psyche from around his own neck so that she would be
able to summon him back to her if she ever needed him after he left
her each night before sunrise…

And
which Psyche had sadly lost during the series of impossible trials
that Aphrodite had forced her to perform to prove her love for
Cupid and win him back.

I knew that it wasn’t the same necklace– it couldn’t be
because the tale of Cupid and Psyche was just a story and as much
as I liked to believe otherwise, I knew that neither of them had
ever even existed– but it was an interesting reminder nonetheless
of the one thing that I hadn’t
yet tried to get myself a love life…


Magic.


Chapter 2

 14th February,
Valentine’s Day. A month and a half later.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I muttered to myself as I
stood before the counter in Worlds of Our Own’s romance room/foyer.
“What on earth was I thinking?”

But I knew exactly what I’d been thinking: desperate times
call for desperate measures, and no one’s more desperate for love
than I am.


Especially today on Valentine’s Day.

For the
last month and a half I’d been hoping desperately that Valentine’s
Day would be different for me this year because at long last I
would finally have someone special to spend it with… only to be
sadly disappointed yet again.

I should
have known better. After all, why would this Valentine’s Day be any
different than any of my previous twenty-nine? Nothing in my life
had changed, nothing in my life was ever going to change, and I was
only deluding myself and opening myself up to even more hurt and
heartache by foolishly thinking that it ever would or
could.

For me,
today had just been a normal day at work with absolutely nothing
romantic to look forward to when I get home. No tall, dark and
handsome beau. No Valentine’s Day cards and no chocolates, flowers,
jewellery or other gifts. No candlelit dinner for two. No fun night
out and no moonlit stroll back. No cosy night in of kissing,
cuddling and watching romance films that I’ll love and he’ll hate.
No sharing a bubble bath. No putting on a sexy negligee. No night
of passionate lovemaking…


Nothing.


Absolutely nothing.

Instead,
all I had waiting for me when I returned to my small, silent and
empty apartment tonight was the historical romance novel that I was
halfway through reading and the novel that I had recently started
writing.

As a result of my total lack of a love life of my own, I’ve
pretty much been devouring any and as many romance novels as I can
get my hands on so that I can live vicariously through their
heroines and in some way experience all of the things that I was so
cruelly being denied in the real world. The only problem with this
little hobby of mine was that it was truly bittersweet indeed: as
happy as I was for every couple, with each new love story that I
read my heart broke a little more at the knowledge that no man was
ever going to feel the same way about me as the heroes in them did
about their heroines and I would never get a chance to feel or
experience any of the things in them for myself. I may as well have
been reading science fiction because everything in them was so
impossible and alien and never going to happen to
me!

And then
to torture myself even more: being the hopeful, hopeless romantic
that I was, I was always writing love stories about all of the
things that I could only dream about ever happening to me but I
knew never would in any way, shape or form.


Thankfully, tonight I had other plans.

A month
and a half had passed since the night that Abby had given me my
Cupid necklace, and in the first few days that had followed I’d
done nothing but obsess over it trying desperately to convince
myself that it wasn’t what I thought it was and thus extinguish the
false hope that had so cruelly flared to life inside me of its
being a magical solution to all of my problems.

To start with, I’d re-read the tale of Cupid and Psyche… only
to discover that my necklace did indeed fit the description of the
one in the story down to the tiniest detail. I’d even checked it
against an illustration of Cupid’s necklace, and my one was exactly
identical. If I hadn’t known better, I would have believed that
they were not only a perfect match, but one and the same! If I
hadn’t known better, I would have believed that the story’s
description and illustration had both been created based on
my necklace rather than
the other way around!

Next,
I’d carefully examined every inch of my necklace in search of any
maker’s marks that could give me clues as to the who, what, when,
where, why and how of its manufacture… but I hadn’t found any. None
whatsoever! As a result, I’d been unable to prove or disprove that
it had been made by Hephaestus himself as a gift to his infant
step-son, Cupid.

Then I’d
contacted the owner of Dreams of Yesteryear– an incredibly friendly
young woman by the name of Ephony Atwell– to learn whatever she
knew of my necklace’s provenance, and she’d very helpfully given me
the name of the auction house in London that she’d bought it from
last December a week before Abby had bought it for me from her
antique shop. Ephony Atwell either had an excellent memory or she’d
somehow known in advance that she was going to be hearing from me
because she’d given me all of the information that I’d needed right
there and then over the phone without even needing to check or
consult anything! I hadn’t researched my necklace’s provenance any
further than that because tracing its origins all the way back to
what could potentially be Ancient Greece in tens, hundreds or even
thousands of years BC would have not only cost me far too much time
and money, but I wouldn’t have even known where to
start.

After
that, for a little while I’d gone into denial and had told myself
firmly over and over and over again that my necklace couldn’t
possibly be Cupid’s necklace. It just couldn’t! Cupid didn’t exist,
Psyche didn’t exist, and the story of their love was nothing but a
beautiful Ancient Greek fairytale…

Only to later do a complete one-eighty as I’d finally come to
accept the possibility that maybe my necklace really
was Cupid’s necklace
after all. That perhaps it really was what I’d thought it was all
along.

Once I’d allowed myself to begin believing in what I’d
previously thought was absolutely impossible, I’d started to ask
myself what I was going to do. So what if I was now the proud new
owner of Cupid’s long lost necklace? What was I going to do about
it? What was I going to do with it? What could I do with it or about it? Just
forget the whole thing and secretly keep the necklace for myself
regardless? Or do the right thing and find a way of finally
returning the necklace to its true and rightful owners?

And then I’d had an epiphany, and suddenly I’d known
exactly what I was going
to do: I was going to use the necklace to summon Cupid and ask him
for his help in fixing my failure of a love life.

Naturally I’d then spent ages trying to talk myself out of
it, telling myself that it was a stupid and ridiculous idea. That
it probably wouldn’t work because Cupid probably didn’t even exist.
That even if Cupid really did
exist, it still probably wouldn’t work. That even
if Cupid really did exist and it did work, he probably wouldn’t help me– either because he
couldn’t as he wasn’t supposed to or because he just didn’t want to
as he simply didn’t care.

But then I’d done yet another complete one-eighty and had
spent ages trying to talk myself back into it again! After all, who
better to help me fix my joke of a love life than Cupid himself?
Besides, what did I have to lose? What harm was there in trying?
All I would be wasting was time, and it would only take a couple of
minutes. If he did exist and it did work and he did agree to help me, then great! But if he didn’t exist and it
didn’t work, if he did exist but it didn’t work, or if he did exist
and it did work but he didn’t agree to help me for whatever reason,
then at least I could say that I’d tried instead of spending the
rest of my unbearably lonely, miserable life always wondering what
would have happened if I had and regretting not having done so when
I’d had the chance.

So I’d
started making plans…

Tonight
on Valentine’s Day– the day of love, of lovers, of all things
romantic and of basically everything that I’d spent my entire life
to date being deprived of– I was going to use the necklace to
summon Cupid and confront him about the sorry state of my love
life, demand to know why I’d been so completely ignored and
forgotten by him all these years and beg him to help me. Then once
we’d spoken, regardless of whether or not he agreed to help me I
was going to do the right thing and give him back his necklace so
that he could finally return it to Psyche, who was its true and
rightful owner.

And I
was going to do it all right here in Worlds of Our Own’s romance
room.

After
all, what better place was there for me to summon Cupid and plead
with him to finally grant me a love story of my very own than one
where I would be surrounded all around by innumerable beautiful
tales of true love, soulmates, happy endings and happily ever
afters?

For that
same reason, Worlds of Our Own’s romance room had always been one
of my favourite places in the whole world.

It was
long past closing time so there weren’t any customers about and I
had the entire silent and empty bookshop all to myself tonight to
implement my plans. I also wouldn’t have to worry about my plans
being disturbed or interrupted by anyone I know dropping by to see
me because everyone I knew would be far too busy with their own
Valentine’s Day plans to pay me a surprise visit here this
evening.

I didn’t
know how this was going to go and I knew that I shouldn’t get my
hopes up, but I couldn’t help but be a little nervous, undeniably
excited and desperately hopeful. This would either turn out to be
the smartest thing that I had ever done or the silliest, and ten
years from now I would either look back at it and laugh– and
probably also cry– at what a completely pointless waste of time it
had been or remember it fondly as the moment that my life had not
only changed for the better, but had finally gotten
started…

“Okay,” I told myself with a sigh, and then with my left hand
I clasped the large white marble Cupid pendant that was hanging
around my neck from its elaborate gold chain. “Here goes
nothing…”

In the
story, Cupid had told Psyche that to summon him back to her all she
had to do was close her eyes and think of him while holding the
necklace’s pendant with her left hand and wish with all her heart
that he was there with her… then when she opened her eyes, he would
be.

Well it would have been easy for Psyche to use the necklace
to summon Cupid since they both knew and loved each other, he’d
enchanted the necklace especially for her for this very purpose and
no matter where he was or what he was doing, as soon as he heard
her summons he would have immediately dropped everything and
hurried instantly back to her. In my case I didn’t know Cupid, I
didn’t know what he looked like and I didn’t even know if he
existed, so all I could really do was close my eyes, think of the
love that was so sorely missing from my life and wish with all my
heart that if he did exist, Cupid could find it in his heart to give this lonesome
stranger mere couple of minutes of his time and would appear before
me to grant me my one greatest wish.

I just
hoped that when I opened my eyes I wouldn’t find a cute little
cherub hovering in the air in front of me because as hurt and
outraged as I was over Cupid’s complete and total neglect of me my
whole life, I wasn’t going to be able to give a piece of my mind to
a small sweet child–

“I’ve always wondered where my necklace ended up,” came a
sinfully smooth male voice from somewhere just beside me on my
right. “And if one day someone was going to use it to summon
me.”


Startled, my eyes flew open with a gasp and I whirled around
to see that standing only a few feet away from me was a handsome
stranger.

Well, to
say that he was merely ‘handsome’ would have been an insult because
whoever he was, this guy was gorgeous.

Drop
dead gorgeous!

Almost
six and a half feet tall and powerfully built with a masterfully
sculpted body that looked as if it had been made to star on the
covers of romance novels like the ones surrounding us, the
mysterious man was standing there facing me striking an extremely
masculine pose with his thick brawny arms folded across his heavily
muscled chest, his narrow hips leaning against the counter and his
long strong legs crossed at the ankles.

It was
still winter and very cold outside, yet he wasn’t wearing a jacket
of any kind and instead was casually dressed as if it was already
summer in a pale grey t-shirt, designer jeans and immaculate white
trainers. Even his skin was such a glorious sun-kissed bronze that
he looked as if he’d been on the beach!

My
Valentine’s Day visitor looked to be in his early thirties and had
finely chiselled features that would have easily outshone those of
even Adonis himself with high defined cheekbones, a perfectly
straight nose, a strong square jaw and a very manly cleft in his
chin. His thick head of short wavy sandy hair was in a style that
was reminiscent of Michelangelo’s David, his eyes were such a
vibrant sea green that gazing into them was like gazing out at the
most beautiful of oceans, and his full sensual lips– which were
currently curved into a smile of amusement– were the kind that
women would kill to have.

Or have
on theirs.

“How did you get in here?” I asked him with a frown, releasing
the pendant and lowering my arm to my side. “I locked up the
bookshop hours ago.”

If they
hadn’t already swooned at the very sight of him, most other women
would be blushing profusely, flirting outrageously or making
complete and total fools of themselves with their extreme
nervousness in his presence.

But not
me.

Instead,
my curse had given me a strange sense of calm around men I found
attractive– even insanely hot men like this one– because I knew
without a doubt that my interest in them would never be
reciprocated.

His
amusement increasing, the hunk pushed himself off the counter to
stand at his full towering, broad-shouldered height and then
unfolded his muscular arms and lowered them to his sides. “Do you
want me to leave? To be perfectly honest, I’m not really all that
bothered either way whether I go or whether I stay, so it’s
entirely up to you. After all, you’re the one who summoned
me.”

“Summoned you?” I repeated, my confusion deepening. “I
didn’t–”


Realisation suddenly dawned on me and my eyes widened
incredulously.

“Cupid,” I breathed in wonder.

“Eros,” he corrected me with what was without a doubt the
sexiest grin that had ever graced a man’s face. “I’ve always hated
my Roman name. And yes, it’s me– the one and only– in the flesh.
What were you expecting? A cute little winged toddler in a
nappy?”

I opened
my mouth to respond–

“Don’t answer that,” he continued with a heart-stopping smirk
before I could say anything. “Of course you were. I don’t know why
everyone expects the Greek God of Love and Sex to look like
that rather than
like this,” he
added, gesturing down at his magnificent body.

With a
fond smile Eros reached out and reverently lifted the pendant of
his necklace from where it was resting just above the tops of my
breasts. “I did look like that once– when I was a baby– but then I
grew up into the strapping young man that I still am
today…”

He
reverently set the pendant back down to rest just above the tops of
my breasts and then lowered his arm to his side. “Anyway, why have
you summoned me?”

I opened
my mouth to answer him, but once again he cut me off.

“What’s a beautiful young woman like you doing all alone in a
place like this on Valentine’s Day?” he asked me theatrically,
sweeping his arms out to either side of himself gesturing grandly
at our surroundings. “You should be all dressed up and out on a
romantic night on the town with your man! Or completely naked and
holed up in your bedroom with him dancing the dance of love between
the sheets,” he added with a saucy wink.

At his
question I looked sadly down at my workwear, wishing that I could
be all dressed up in something nicer or sexier than just my red
polo neck sweater, black knee-length pencil skirt and black high
heel shoes.

And
wishing that I actually had a reason to be all dressed up in
something nicer or sexier, like romantic Valentine’s Day plans with
someone special.

I looked
back up at Eros and opened my mouth to reply, but yet again he beat
me to it.

“Could it be that you don’t have any plans tonight because you
and your soulmate haven’t found each other yet?” he said with a
knowing smile, hands on hips. “And you’ve summoned me to enlist my
help in finally bringing the two of you together?”

Smiling
brightly at his having hit the nail on the head, I nodded
enthusiastically and then opened my mouth to agree… but he just
carried on talking regardless!

“Well you’ve certainly come to the right man!” he continued
proudly, lowering his arms to his sides and clearly very happy to
be of assistance. “Or have gotten the right man to come to
you,” he amended.
“Anyhow, let’s see what I can do.”

With
that Eros reached out and held the palm of his left hand in the air
over my heart…

And
frowned. “Huh. That’s never happened before.”

Whatever
it was that he was trying to do, he tried harder…

And
frowned again, his confusion deepening. “That’s odd.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked him worriedly.

“I’m not sure,” he replied with concern.

Whatever
it was that he was trying to do, he tried even harder…

Only to
apparently be met with the exact same result.

“For some strange reason, you don’t seem to be on my List,” he
told me with bewilderment, finally lowering his arm to his
side.

“Your List?” I repeated with complete and total bafflement,
not having even the faintest idea what he was talking
about.

“To help me fulfil the purpose for which I was created, I was
born with a List inside my head,” he explained, tapping his temples
with his index fingers. “A List that enables me to instinctively
know or be able to read from their hearts the names of every pair
of soulmates that ever has and ever will exist as well as the
whens, wheres and hows of the moment they first met. But I can’t
find you on it
anywhere!”

“My name is Angelia Tanya Bryant,” I supplied for him
hopefully, hoping desperately that my giving him this information
would help.

Eros was
silent for a moment as he mentally searched through his List for my
name…

He gave
a defeated sigh. “Sorry, still nothing. Your name isn’t ringing any
bells.”

“What does my not being on your List mean?” I asked him
anxiously.

“It means that you seem to have been created without a
soulmate,” he answered me sadly, his sea green eyes filled with
deepest sorrow at what he clearly considered to be the worst fate
imaginable.

“I guess that explains everything,” I said quietly, my heart
sinking at this disappointing news.

I’d
originally had a speech prepared just in case my summoning him
tonight was actually successful, but now that Eros was here I could
no longer remember even a single word of it and my peeved tirade
just didn’t seem appropriate with his having turned out to be so
very friendly and understanding and happy to help! So instead, I
just told him my plight and of my desperate hope that he would be
able to help me turn my extreme unluckiness in love
around…

“Unfortunately, I don’t think I can,” he told me regretfully
once I’d finished. “I’m not the one who creates soulmates so if you
don’t already have a soulmate of your own, then I’m unable to give
you one. It simply isn’t my role, and it’s beyond my power. It’s
not that I’ve been ignoring you or that I’ve forgotten about you
all these years– I didn’t even know that you existed! And I never
would have known about you or your problems if you hadn’t summoned
me.”

“Can’t you just find me a nice equally lonely young man who’s
in the exact same position as I am and then shoot us for each
other?” I asked him hopefully.

“I’m afraid not,” he said with a sympathetic smile. “I don’t
know where this idea came from or how it got started, but I don’t
fly around shooting just anyone and my arrows don’t make the people
that I shoot with them fall in love with each other. Instead, my
job is to guide each pair of soulmates to each other and once
they’ve met, my shots simply signal that their pairing is complete.
Besides, in all of my millennia of existence you’re the only
anomaly that I’ve ever come across. And since every mortal and
immortal, human and Faerien that ever has and ever will exist is
supposed to be created with a soulmate, you’re probably the only
anomaly that there is.”

“So there’s nothing you can do?” I asked him in despair, my
eyes filling with tears. “Is there nothing that can be done to help
me? Am I destined to just spend the rest of my life all alone
without ever knowing love?”

Eros
laid a large hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle
squeeze.

“I wish there was something that I could do to help you,” he
told me gently. “I wish I had all of the answers that you so
desperately need and deserve. But I’m sorry to say that all I can
really do is ask Psyche to see if you’re on her List–”

“Psyche has a List too?” I asked him with surprise and renewed
hope.

With a
proud smile, he nodded. “When my beloved was made the Greek Goddess
of True Love and Soulmates, to help her fulfil the purpose to which
she had been assigned a List appeared inside her head that’s
exactly identical to mine. As the Greek God of Love and Sex and the
Greek Goddess of True Love and Soulmates, Psyche and I teamed up
and the two of us have been working together ever since. Whenever I
line up my shots, she’s always right there beside me.”

He released my shoulder and lowered his arm to his
side. “If you’re not on my List then I
very much doubt that you’re on Psyche’s, but it won’t hurt to
check. And if you’re not on her List either, I’ll have to take your
peculiar plight to a higher power. Keep wearing my necklace so I’ll
know where to find you and as soon as I have answers– and hopefully
a solution as well– I’ll seek you out and fill you in on everything
that I’ve learned.”

With a
grin he chucked me under the chin. “Hang in there, Angie. All’s not
lost, and there’s still hope. I’ll see you soon.”

Then in
the blink of an eye he was gone.

28th February. Two weeks later.

“Happy Birthday,” I wished my reflection with a sad sigh from
where I was sitting before her in my nightclothes on my white
wooden dressing table’s stool.

Today
wasn’t really my birthday because I was born on February 29th, but
since this wasn’t a leap year it was either celebrate my birthday
today or tomorrow on March 1st, or not at all.

To
celebrate my twenty-ninth birthday I’d had a big birthday dinner in
a nice restaurant with my parents, the girls and their men and my
five little nieces and nephews, and I’d received some pretty great
birthday presents from all of them. However, although I hadn’t
spent my birthday alone, I’d still felt unbearably lonely
nonetheless because while all of the other adults in our party had
either been married or engaged– other than Abby– I hadn’t had
anyone special of my own to celebrate my birthday with and when it
was over, I’d returned home to my small, silent and empty
apartment.

Ready to
go to bed, with my right hand I clasped the large white marble
Cupid pendant that was still hanging around my neck from its
elaborate gold chain.

Two
weeks had passed since the night that I’d summoned Eros and
although I’d worn his necklace every day, I hadn’t seen or heard
from him at all.

Maybe
he’d forgotten about me. Maybe he hadn’t finished making all of his
enquiries on my behalf. Or maybe what he’d learned
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