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A wrong number on New Year’s Eve turns into a romance. 

. “Wow. We haven’t had dinner yet and that sounds like you’re already laying the foundation for an out.”

Derek Bradley leads a secret double life. During the day, he works a regular nine-to-five, but when the sun goes down, his alter ego comes to life. Five nights a week, Rick January takes to the airwaves for your drive home with January After Dark. 

It’s New Year’s Eve and Andre Maxwell tries to reach out to his estranged twin brother only to find that phone number now belongs to someone named Derek. It seems like Derek is a caring guy, and they stay on the phone to watch the ball drop together. 

In one of life’s twists, they meet as strangers at a local pub and discover they’ve been talking on the phone. Derek doesn’t think he’s ready to love again, and Andre’s never had a decent relationship. But lonely hearts want what they want, after dark. 
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KC Kendricks never disappoints!"—Fallen Angel Reviews

"..beautifully moving in all the right places...KC Kendricks gives us a well-crafted tale"- 

The Romance Studio

"Good to the last word...."- Sensual Reads

..."Seriously entertaining and totally engaging..."- Joyfully Reviewed

"...solidly written contemporary romance..."-Jessewave
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Once upon a time, I believed I had a picture-perfect life. I had a wonderful spouse, a mid-size house on the outskirts of the oldest section of town, a good job, and a circle of friends. 

Once upon a time and far away, that is. 

I still had the house and job, but Daryl left me, albeit unwillingly. He’d drifted away on that one final adventure that comes to all of us and somehow managed to take a lot of our friends with him. I lost contact with them, or maybe they with me. It’s difficult to know. The friends who remained by my side, I treasured. 

My first Christmas Eve without Daryl was a misery I’d never forget. Those remaining friends had insisted I join everyone at an open house get-together. They thought it might do me good to be around people, so I joined them. 

Big mistake. 

The exposure to happy couples hammered a fresh stake of grief into my heart. It took me weeks to recover. The lesson learned, I declined holiday invitations no matter who issued them. I think my best friend, Larry, finally realized the couple's revelry left deep cuts in my heart and the group eased up on the pressure to participate. This New Year’s Eve, the fourth since Daryl’s passing, several members of the group mentioned they were going to a club downtown in case I felt like getting out of the house and let it go at that. I’d be welcomed if I showed up.

Did I feel like going out? 

I considered it. A switch inside me had flipped earlier in the year. Daryl and I had hyphenated our last names, but now I was no longer Derek Bradley-Young, but once again simply Derek Bradley. I’d had the deed to the house updated, sold his car, had his name removed from my financials, and made a new will. Maybe I was finally ready to go out with friends again. 

But on New Year’s Eve? Egad, no. Amateur night, we used to call it.

No, I was spending the evening alone with a good single-barrel bourbon, safe and warm, tucked up in my jammies in front of the television to watch the ball drop in Times Square. 

Or so I thought. 

I verged on falling asleep when my phone rang. I didn’t look at the display before I tapped to answer. It had to be Larry calling to make sure I was awake for midnight. “Yeah. Happy New Year!”

“Conrad? Are you drinking?”

It wasn’t my buddy. “Who the hell is Conrad?”

The voice on the other end stammered. “I-I’m s-sorry. I must have a wrong number.”

“Don’t worry about it. Again, happy New Year.”

I didn’t imagine the sound of distress the guy on the other end of the call made. Jumbled thoughts passed through my head, not the least of which was the holiday suicide rate. Was this guy reaching out for help? 

“Hey, buddy. Is something wrong? Do you need to talk to someone?”

“Oh, Jesus. A wrong number tonight is so me. Even if I’d reached him, it would be the wrong number. Why can’t I just let him go?”

I knew it was a rhetorical question and didn’t respond to it. “What’s your name, if you don’t mind me asking.”

There was a brief pause. Good. He was smart enough to stop and consider whether or not he should give his name to a stranger, but he chose to tell me. 

“Andre.”

“Hello, Andre. I’m Derek. Are you alone tonight, too?”

“Yeah, I am. I didn’t feel like going out. I’d be a third wheel, you know?”

“Oh, I know. Same here. All my friends seem to be half of a happy couple, and they planned to go down to the Starlight to ring in the new year.”

I heard him take a deep breath and exhale. “Why didn’t you go?”

How much should I tell him? He’d asked a question instead of saying his goodbyes. I could end the conversation, but it niggled at me he needed to have a connection to someone tonight, even a total stranger. I held bachelor’s degrees in psychology and human resources, and my evening side hustle gave me even more insight into human suffering. I wouldn’t rest tonight unless I knew this guy was okay to be alone.

I shifted the phone to my other ear. “My husband died a few years ago, and these celebrations aren’t the same without him.”

“You’re gay?”

“Well, obviously, since I had a husband.” I finished the watered-down bourbon in my glass and got up to treat myself to another splash. It was New Year’s Eve, after all. A second drink was in order. 

“I am, too.” Andre’s voice was barely above a whisper. “It’s so hard sometimes.”

“Why is that?” I spoke softly, too.

“My folks...I can’t go home.” 

The tremor in his voice tore into my heart. I told him what few people knew. “My parents don’t accept it, either. They try to ignore it, but it’s the proverbial white elephant in the room. They put up a good front around Daryl and me, but they were never at ease with him.”

“Parents are supposed to love their children, but they don’t seem to love me. Derek, some days I don’t know what to do.”

“First, you keep my number, and I’ll keep yours. That way we can call each other when we get lonely. Will that work?”

“Why would you do that for me? You don’t know me.”

“Human being to human being, Andre. I tell you what. Is your TV on? We can watch the ball drop together.” It was almost time, and I wanted to keep him talking.

“It’s on. I have the volume turned down. The announcers or hosts or whatever you call them prattle on, and it makes me crazy!” 

He laughed, and I relaxed. “Same here! But I’ve seen the ball drop every year since I was around ten or so. I can’t break tradition now. Who’s Conrad?” 

“My twin brother. He’s straight.”

Andre reached out to his twin and got me instead. I’d only had this phone number for a couple of months, a new phone plan being one of the things I’d finally accomplished this year just ending. I didn’t want a new number, but things got screwed up at the phone store. 

“Derek! Ten seconds!” He started to count down, so I joined in until we hit zero and it was a new year.

“We made it, Andre!” 

“Yeah, we did. Thanks, Derek. I’m glad you didn’t hang up on me. I guess the universe was looking out for me tonight.”

I blinked away sudden tears. “For me, too.”

“Can I really call you again?”

“Yes. I hope you do. Or I’ll call you. Happy New Year, Andre. One step at a time, one day at a time.”

“I know. Good night, Derek.” The connection severed before I could respond. 

I stared at my phone, buoyed and concerned over the conversation with a total stranger. I believed things happened for a reason and wondered at the meaning of this. I wouldn’t find out tonight. I was tired and wanted to sleep for at least eight hours. Sleep was one of those things that had returned in the past year, and I embraced it. 

I checked the phone for messages, but there weren’t any. Maybe my partying friends sensed they didn’t need to check on me this year. I tossed back my second drink and put myself to bed. 

The next thing I knew, it was daylight, and someone was pounding on my kitchen door. I picked up my phone and sent a text to Larry.

tt:Asshole. You know where the key is stashed.:tt

The pounding stopped and the air inside my house swirled in the familiar eddies of someone opening and closing the door. 

“Hey, sleepyhead! Get up! I bring tidings and breakfast!”

Breakfast was a good thing, tidings maybe not. “May I at least piss first? Make yourself useful for a change and make my coffee.”

I didn’t pause to hear his reply. I closed the bathroom door and stared at my reflection in the mirror. “Welcome to the new year, son.”

My reflection was strangely quiet. I took care of the business at hand and then brushed my teeth so I didn’t assault my best friend with morning breath. Larry was seated on a barstool at the island when I stepped into the kitchen. I didn’t need to ask what breakfast he’d provided. I smelled bacon. 

He handed me a mug of coffee. “You missed it, bud.”

I slurped a bit of hot liquid. “Oh? What did I miss?”

“The Starlight was raided. Rob and I were searched by Mr. June of last year’s police calendar.”

I was impressed. I remembered him. “Now there’s a little hottie. Lucky you. I take it you guys weren’t holding?”

“Hell, no. None of us were, and apparently, we were not on their list.”

I got two plates out of the cupboard and handed them to Larry. He opened the Styrofoam cartons and began to divide out our breakfast portions. I laid forks and knives on the counter. “Where’s Rob this morning?”

“Still in bed, babe. I gave it to him so good he can’t walk.”

I laughed at him. “I know that’s bullshit. He went to see his kids, yes?”

“Yep. Her Highness the Bitch Queen Boudica is allowing him to take them out for breakfast. He’s happy about it.”

One needed to tread carefully when discussing Rob’s situation. “Take progress where you can, bud.”

“Rob, Jr. turns sixteen this year. State law as written says he can inform the court that he wants to live with his father, and the court could grant the petition. Boudica doesn’t want that to happen so she’s being cooperative.” Larry put his plate in the microwave to warm up his food.

I picked up a piece of crunchy bacon and took a bite. I privately believed Larry didn’t want that to happen, either. But the boy being able to do more activities with his father was a win, and I knew Larry and Rob wouldn’t rock that boat too far.

Larry tucked into his pancakes. “Did you see the ball drop? I would’ve called but Mr. June had a good grip on my package, and I was enjoying myself.”

I turned to put my plate in the microwave for a quick warm-up. “I did. The phone rang about ten minutes before midnight, and I thought it was you, but no. Wrong number. Andre and I stayed on the phone and watched the ball drop together.”

I saw the sharp interest in his gaze. “Andre? Who’s Andre?”

The microwave dinged, and I removed my plate. “As I said, it was a wrong number. Turns out my new number was his brother’s old number. We chatted.”

“Why? You need to be careful with nutjob fans.”

“Well, I don’t think it had anything to do with being a fan. I didn’t give him my radio handle. The guy doesn’t have my last name. He doesn’t know where I live or anything about me except I’m Derek. He was lonely and I suspect...Well, that hardly matters. He was having a bad moment, so I talked to him. It didn’t hurt me a bit to be kind to a stranger.” I sighed. “I didn’t ask if he’s local.”

Larry smiled at me and lifted his coffee mug. I tapped mine to his, and we both took a sip. 

“You’re a good guy, Derek. You amazed me in high school, and you just keep doing it.”

“Eat your breakfast, Larry.”

We laughed in the way good friends did and worked on eating breakfast. 

No way was I going to tell him I intended to call Andre tonight and make sure he was all right. Larry would natter at me to invite the guy to meet me for coffee if he lived in our town, and that I was not going to do. 
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New Year’s Day is another of those holidays I prefer to spend alone. Growing up, my mother always prepared a big meal of pork and sauerkraut, and I was beyond relieved that I no longer participated in the tradition. I had Daryl to thank for that. His presence at the table had caused tension, so after our first time together at one of Mom’s traditional meals, we opted out. My mother pleaded with me to rejoin the family, but my resolve stood firm. It was a hard “no.” 
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