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I dedicate this for my readers who enjoy improbable soulmate stories.
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“You need to move on, dude,” JJ Jacks pleaded.

I gave his statement the attention it deserved. None. JJ hadn’t had a romantic partner since his high school boyfriend dumped him for a girl to please his father.

That had been ten years ago.

I flicked through the news site on my phone and slurped my coffee as obnoxiously as possible. A glance through my eyelashes caught JJ’s wince.

Mission accomplished.

As much as he tried to hide it, JJ was posh at heart. He might have been kicked out of his uber-rich family for being gay, but you couldn’t hide that kind of breeding. JJ’s family probably injected poshness into their DNA through questionable scientific processes.

“I mean it, man, lately you’ve done nothing but work and sleep. You haven’t been to the club in weeks.”

I hadn’t been to a club in years, but I didn’t have the energy to correct him. I slurped another sip of my iced lavender latte. I enjoyed florals in the summer, and I was slightly obsessed with their lavender brown sugar syrup. It was much more engaging than JJ’s opinion of my dating habits.

He squeezed my wrist to pull my attention back to his whining. “Barty, you need to leave your apartment for something other than work. You need people.”

I sighed and set down my cup. “I had a person. He’s gone. I’m not ready to date again.”

I didn’t mention that I might never be ready. Cullen had been my one and only, my ride or die, or whatever catchy phrase means the love of my life these days. The one I connected to most in this universe. On bad days, he would wrap me in his muscular arms and make everything all right. On good days, he would fetch the crystal glasses and pour us wine to sip while we cuddled on the porch swing. There was no day when Cullen’s arms around me weren’t necessary.

I ached from their absence.

JJ released his grip and sighed. “If you wait until you’re ready, you won’t be hot enough to catch a man anymore.”

I snorted. “Way to stroke my ego. You make it sound like I have one foot in the grave.”

“You need more than your ego stroked, when was the last time you were laid?” JJ flicked back a long curl off his shoulder. A strategy he used when he wanted to discuss something uncomfortable. Distraction, then pounce.

Memories of thick, callused fingers sliding across my skin derailed my conversational skills. “Not since Cullen,” I managed to say over the lump in my throat.

“Wow, I’d freak if I went longer than a week.”

“You mean longer than a day, “ I scoffed. I’ve seen tomcats in heat with less of a sex drive than JJ.

He shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t want to find out.” My friend had no shame in his game. He liked sex, and he didn’t care who knew. It was probably why he had so many people scratching at his door. Many people appreciated a steamy night followed by the courtesy of being gone by morning.

“I’m not like you, JJ. I need an emotional connection to let a man into my bed. Right now, I’m not ready.”

JJ was a good friend, but he lacked empathy. He saw me without a man and thought to fix the problem as if I could easily swap out a broken part with a shiny new one.

“You didn’t use to be so picky,” he sulked.

I shrugged. I wasn’t going to slut-shame my friend, but I had grown out of that phase when I found someone who loved me. Now, the thought of casual sex with men I wouldn’t remember the name of in the morning left my stomach churning queasily.

“How about a date then?” JJ shifted in his seat. “I know some guys who want more than a quick lay. I could hook you up.”

I took another sip of coffee. My first instinct was to say no, but he wasn’t entirely wrong. I didn’t want to be alone for the rest of my life and missed romantic companionship. No one could replace Cullen, but did that mean I had to be eternally alone?

Cullen wouldn’t have wanted me to mourn forever.

“I don’t want any of your leftovers, but you’re right that I need to leave the house more often.”

“See,” he crowed, “I knew I was right. You need to get out, man, see people.” His teeth flashed bright white against his dark skin. Although he wasn’t my type, I could admit that JJ was a pretty man.

“I do,” I agreed. I turned away from my friend’s unholy glee to people-watch.

I missed Cullen, my Irish lover with his big hands and broad, muscular chest. Construction work kept his body hard, but his eyes were the kindest I’d ever seen, and after going through a lot of men, I’ve examined more than my share of eyes, not to mention other things.

To say I knew my way around a man’s body was like saying Picasso dabbled in art. I adore men; their smell, their strength, and their hard grip on my hips while they pound me against the wall.

Before Cullen, I flitted from man to man like a butterfly on meth, unable to settle, but hopelessly addicted to touching as many as possible.

After Cullen, I craved only one.

He ruined me for all others. Endlessly patient, he put up with my chatter, my fidgety ways, and my complete inability to be on time for anything, with a sweet smile and a smoldering kiss. No one could move me from stone cold to burning hot faster than my Cullen. Like a gravitational force, his gentleness always pulled me back to his bed and kept me from wanting any others.

Three blissful years we lived together, the happiest I’ve ever been. They buried my beloved in a grave right outside the city a year ago. A construction site accident sent him tumbling to his death. Internal bleeding, the doctor claimed.

One slip and my world had ended.

Someone passed and caught my attention. My neck cracked as I snapped my head around, my instincts flaring. What had I seen? I searched the crowd, automatically seeking a familiar set of shoulders and a head of mahogany-colored hair.

There!

I jumped to my feet as he turned the corner.

Cullen?

“Where are you going?” JJ’s shrill tone caught my attention, but I didn’t move my gaze from where I thought my dead boyfriend had gone.

“I have to check something out.”

No way was I going to tell him I thought I saw Cullen. JJ would have me in a mental ward before I could say zombie.

I tossed enough cash on the table to cover my bill and a generous tip, then leaped over the small fence separating the sidewalk from the diners. JJ sputtered behind me as I ran to catch up. Sliding to a stop at the end of the street, I looked both ways.

No one.

Was I imagining things, or was there a Cullen look-alike wandering around my city?

I heard his thundering footsteps before JJ’s voice reached me. “What’s going on?”

“I thought...” I paused in my explanation. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“What? I can believe some crazy stuff.”

“I—“ I turned to face him. “I thought I saw Cullen?”

“Dead Cullen?”

I smacked him in the stomach with the back of my hand. “Way to be sensitive.”

“Sorry.” He rubbed the sore spot. “I was just surprised. I mean, we both saw him in the coffin. Remember, he had a no-cremation order with a plot all picked out and everything arranged. Kind of weird, but he was like that.”

“He wasn’t weird,” I protested.

JJ’s expression conveyed his complete disagreement. “He was weird, but you liked him, and he treated you right, so I didn’t say anything. You can’t deny he had some strange quirks.”

I sighed. “ Fine. He was kind of weird, but aren’t we all?” I had loved him anyway. I continued looking down the street, but didn’t see anyone resembling my Cullen. “I guess I was just imagining things.”

My gut said I wasn’t.

JJ nodded. “I’m not saying you didn’t see someone, but many people look alike. Doppelgangers are a scientific fact.”

I didn’t bother to explain the mathematical percentage of seeing someone who looked just like Cullen. It was probably higher than seeing my dead boyfriend walking down the street.

“Want to get ice cream?” I wasn’t ready to go home to my empty apartment and brood about Cullen. I was getting tired of my angsty self.

JJ smirked. “You’re buying.”

“Am I?”

“Yep, because I’m a supportive friend.” He nodded wisely.

I laughed. “Come on, Mr. Supportive, I hear Wenshire’s has a new flavor. That manager of theirs is really getting into the mix-ins.”

“Yes!” JJ pumped his fist. “I love a good mix-in.”

You’d never know from his behavior that he was one of the city’s top family lawyers. I shook my head and headed for the ice cream shop. I could worry about doppelgangers another day.
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