Cody Hall

Nick and Noel’s Christmas Playlist

Chapter 2, extract 2
Victoria held out the large tub of food, frowning. “I really wish you could stay. We don’t see enough of you.”

Guilt niggled at Noel. She needed to make more of an effort to see them. Maybe after the holidays, when her emotions weren’t running so high. “I’m sorry, duty calls. I’ll see you all later.” 

“I’ll hold you to it,” Victoria responded sternly.

Noel embraced her. “I will.”

“Fine, go, be free.”

Noel made her way around the counter and crossed into the living room where everyone else sat eating. She bent over the back of Chris’s chair and hugged him. Though a mouthful of food, he mumbled, “You leafin?”

“Yeah, I have a work meeting.”

“Well, have a good day. We love you.”

The words stirred to life memories of different faces, smiling and echoing the same words. Raw emotions clogged her throat. “I love you all too.”

 Merry and Holly gave her double fist bumps over the back of the couch, but Nick climbed to his feet and caught her at the door. “I’ll walk you out.”

Noel waved one more time before she stepped out the door. She watched Nick bend over, rummaging through his duffle through the open doorway.

“Hey! You’re letting all the cold air out! Were you born in a barn?” Victoria hollered from inside.

“Geez, I’m going!” He pulled it shut with a boom, one hand held behind his back. The space between his eyes was knit with concern as he asked, “You okay?” 

Noel released a shaky breath. “Yeah, just been a while since we’ve all been together. A little overwhelming.”

Nick placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know it isn’t easy for you during the holidays, but maybe this will help.” He brough his arm around and held out a CD. “I made you a holiday survival playlist.”

Noel took the CD, grinning down at the face of it. He’d doodled a Christmas tree, holly berries, and a snowman in colored sharpie. Noel’s Christmas Playlist was scrawled around the middle circle. 

“You are so old school with your mixed CDs. Get with the times, man.”

“Hey, I bought stacks of them for ninety percent off and I’m going to use every single one!” He squeezed her upper arm. “I just wanted to make you smile.”

Noel appreciated Nick’s concern. Their shared love of music remained a constant bright spot, even after her world crumbled ten years ago. 

“Thanks. I’ll pop it in on my way to work.”

“I’d suggest starting with number seven. Really get yourself grooving.” He tried to dance, but his moves were awkward and spastic.

“You are a goober.”

“An adorable goober.” Nick leaned over and brushed his lips across her cheek. Unexpected tingles laced along her skin and she stilled. 

“Have a good day at work. I’m going to get back in there before my sisters eat all the food.”

She cleared her throat. “Have fun. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Definitely. Looking forward to having the gang back together,” Nick said before heading back inside.

Noel stared at that cherry red door for several beats. What was that? There’d been years of sleepovers, joint family vacations, and even shared holidays with Nick and never had she noted the softness of his lips. 

She spun away from the front of the house and made her way down the snow-covered sidewalk. Even as she climbed into her car, her thoughts dwelled on her reaction to Nick’s casual kiss good-bye.

It wasn’t the first time Nick kissed her of course. He’d pressed his mouth to the top of her head earlier and countless times before that, but against the skin of her cheek it left a warm impression, as though branding her with his touch. It was the oddest sensation, especially because it was Nick! 

Nick, who used to love playing Barbies with her, although he denied it as an adult. Who’d cleaned up her skinned knee and blown on the wound to ease the sting. 

She rubbed her cheek with a laugh. The Winters were a very affectionate group. They were always hugging, kissing, and enjoying the closeness. The kiss meant nothing to Nick. Or to her.

So why had a simple peck on the cheek made her react so unexpectedly?

Because Nick is the only man in your life who shows you affection?

The thought was true. She hadn’t had a real boyfriend in years and the casual encounters with Trip were basically wham bam boom. Not a lot of snuggle time in between.

That was on her though. She’d been telling herself for years that she was too busy for a real relationship, but in truth, she just didn’t like getting close to others. Letting people into her heart led to the pain of losing them. The Winters were already hers before she shut herself off from the world, but it just seemed like a hard leap to open up her emotions to anyone new.

If she were being honest though, it was strange picking Nick up from the airport after years without him, knowing he was home for good. They’d shared Facetime calls, Snap chat, and texts, but without thousands of miles between them, what would Nick say when he realized she’d become a holiday hermit? 

Noel climbed into the car and turned the heater on full blast, rubbing her hands together. Even the short walk from the house had turned her fingers to icicles. Before she put her car into drive, she slipped the CD into her player and tapped through to number seven.

Brittany Spears’ Only Wish blasted through the speakers and Noel laughed. Her favorite Christmas song. When they were eleven, Noel choreographed a dance to it and Nick laughed so hard he’d curled up on his side, holding his stomach until she pounced on him.

Singing the lyrics loudly on the way to her apartment, it startled her when Lizzo’s Truth Hurts interrupted her personal serenade. She tapped the answer button on her steering wheel without looking at the number, because she’d only assigned one person that ringtone.

“Hey babes, what’s happening?”

“I’m engaged!” Gabby Montoya screamed through the speakers.

Noel’s jaw dropped. In any other universe, tomboy Noel and girly Gabby should have never been friends. When Gabby moved from Texas to Idaho their freshman year, she’d immediately been scooped up by the popular kids. Noel, an honor student who’d enjoyed tutoring, was paired with Gabby, who needed help catching up. Their instant connection was cosmic and they’d been inseparable ever since. 

“Whoa, what?! That’s amazing. Congrats.”

“I know, right? We were just hanging out in Drew’s kitchen after his little brother’s birthday and suddenly, both our families are standing against the wall and he’s down on one knee telling me I’m the one. That he can’t live without me and then he whips out this gorgeous ring. I couldn’t stop crying, I was so happy. I still can’t believe it!”

“I can! Drew knew he needed to lock someone as fantastic as you down before you got snatched up and after the lengthy chase you gave, he wasn’t taking any chances.”

“Well, now I need a maid of honor. I want to get together tomorrow for lunch if you’re free? I promise to make it all official, but I can’t wait until then to ask.” Gabby released a dramatic sigh. “Noel Carter, will you be my MOH?”

“That depends,” Noel teased. “Can I have input in the bridesmaid’s dresses?”

“Nope.”

“Do my own make-up?”

“Uh uh.”

“How about my hair?”

“Maybe.”

Noel laughed. “Eh, screw it, I’m in. You two settle on a date yet?”

“Christmas Eve.”

Noel didn’t remind Gabby that Christmas Eve also happened to be Noel’s birthday. It wasn’t like Noel enjoyed celebrating, anyway.

Something else clicked though. “Wait…this Christmas Eve?”

“Yep!”

Her voice reached screech level. “Are you crazy?! That’s five weeks away!”

“I know, but I really want a Christmas-themed wedding and there is no way I’m waiting a year! I’m too impatient. Besides, we’re going to keep it small. Just family and close friends.”

Noel shook her head, pushing down the panic bubbling in her stomach. Gabby loved the holidays and it made sense she’d want a wedding that reflected her joy. It seemed no matter how hard she tried, Noel wouldn’t be able to completely block out Christmas this year.

  “I don’t know how you’re going to swing it, but I’m here to help with whatever you need.”

“Thanks, sis. Okay, I love you but I have dozens of other calls to make, so I’ll talk to you later.”

“I love you. Bye.”

Noel clicked off the call and released a wet chuckle, completely unaware she’d teared up. Gabby was getting married. Crazy. It seemed like they were just graduating high school, trying to sneak into bars and worrying about their futures. Now Gabby had a great career, a tight knit family, a handsome adoring fiancé and Noel…

Well, she had her work. Which she loved. She had the Winters, Gabby, Anthony and Pike, her closest male friends besides Nick…

And Trip.

Maybe she’d ask Trip to go with her to Gabby’s wedding. Not because she wanted anything more, but because she didn’t want to attend a Christmas wedding on her own. She could ask Pike or Anthony to go, but at least with Trip she’d get consolation sex after the festive nuptials.

She just hoped this wasn’t the start of a domino effect. First Gabby and then one after another her friends would get married, and pretty soon Noel would be the last single person in Mistletoe.

The thought wouldn’t have been so troubling, if it didn’t mean Nick would be married to Amber. He could do so much better, but if Amber made him happy, Noel would put forth the effort to be nicer to her.


As rough as it would be, Noel would do anything for Nick.

