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        To everyone who needs a smile and a pick-me-up this holiday season. This one’s for you.
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          JULIAN

          THREE YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      “Noelle, on in one minute,” the stage manager, whose name I’d forgotten, said as he approached us.

      My best friend since third grade looked up at me with wide chocolate-brown eyes and a knitted brow that betrayed her nerves. She’d been singing since she was in diapers, but she still got stage fright every time she stepped on a stage. And right now, with a professional recording contract on the line? I was surprised she hadn’t passed out.

      She’d be fine the second the music started, though. She always was.

      “You’ll be great, Ellie,” I assured her. “You made it to the finals for a reason.”

      “Why’d I pick country for my last song? I don’t sing country,” she griped.

      I chuckled. “Because it’s a classic girl power song. And that’s been your theme for this entire competition. It fits right in.”

      “Ten seconds. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five. Four,” the stage manager said, then counted down the last three numbers on his fingers.

      “Welcome back to the season finale of Sing for Me,” Daphne DeVille, a popular rock star who was the host and one of the judges of this show, announced. “So far we’ve heard from Jocelyn Jones and Vinny DeNova, and there’s just one contestant left before one of these three talented people’s lives is changed forever. Let’s welcome fan favorite Noelle Pine!”

      As the lights went out and Noelle’s intro video played, Daphne walked over to the judges’ table, and I gave Noelle a hug for encouragement.

      “Break a leg,” I whispered into her ear. “You’ve got this.”

      Taking a deep breath, she nodded, then turned and took her mic from the stage manager before walking out to the center of the stage. And just like always, the second the lights went up and the music started, my best friend disappeared and the performer emerged.

      As Noelle strutted around the stage and sang Shania Twain’s “That Don’t Impress Me Much,” I couldn’t help but be swept away in it. Tiny as she was, she was larger than life on that stage, owning every inch of it. And the leopard-print corset top she’d chosen as a nod to the artist, coupled with the black leather leggings and ankle-high black boots, accented all of her curves perfectly and made⁠—

      What the fuck?

      Why the hell was I sporting a chub all of a sudden?

      I’d always thought Noelle was beautiful and I’d always known she was talented, but she was my oldest friend and had been there for me through thick and thin for my entire life. Having bonded in third grade, we’d stayed friends and were closer than most siblings. I loved her, sure, but as a friend. I wasn’t attracted to her. Not like that.

      Right?

      “Wow!” Daphne laughed over the thunderous applause as she walked up to the stage after Noelle was done singing. “You might not be impressed much, Noelle, but we sure are! How amazing was she?”

      The studio audience went wild again, and I joined in, wolf-whistling for good measure. There was, after all, a camera pointed right at me. Not that it mattered. I was just that proud of my best friend.

      The judges all praised her for a job well done, and then Daphne started doing her spiel about voting at home and in the studio. Noelle walked off the stage, switched her mic off, and handed it to the stage manager, then headed straight into my waiting arms. I squeezed her tight, picking her up off the floor.

      “Told you you’d be amazing!” I exclaimed, grinning as I set her down and pulled back from the hug. “That was fucking epic.”

      “I’m going to throw up, Jules,” she mumbled, barely audible over the music pumping through the loudspeakers during the commercial break. “What if I don’t win?”

      “Then look how far you came. The entire country watched you take this journey and rooted for you every week, and who knows? Even if you don’t win, maybe you’ll get a record company interested in you anyway. Look what happened to Adam Lambert. He ended up being more famous than the guy who actually won American Idol that year.”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. “I’m definitely not Adam Lambert.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re Noelle Pine, my amazingly talented best friend, and I could not be prouder of you,” I told her.

      “Jocelyn, Vinny, and Noelle to the stage,” came a disembodied voice.

      Taking a deep breath, Noelle backed away from me, walked onto the stage, and stood under the designated spotlight.

      “Welcome back to Sing for Me,” Daphne announced as they went back on the air. “It’s finally time. For months, we’ve followed sixteen talented artists as they’ve put their best foot forward, and it all comes down to this. Noelle, Vinny, Jocelyn, one of your lives is about to change forever, because one of you is going to walk out of here with not just one hundred thousand dollars, but a professional recording contract with my new record label, DeVille Records! This was a close vote, but there can only be one winner, so…”

      She paused for at least a full five seconds for dramatic effect, and if the knot in my stomach was any indication, I knew Noelle had to be barely holding her shit together right now. I wished I could be there with her, but I couldn’t be. She wasn’t even allowed to look into the wings at me for encouragement.

      “In third place, we have Vinny DeNova.”

      Vinny grimaced, gripping his hair as he bent over, and as he came backstage, he punched a wall. Real mature of him.

      “And the winner of the first season of Sing for Me, who will walk out of here with a cash prize and a recording contract, is…Noelle Pine!” Daphne exclaimed.

      As Jocelyn, the second-place finalist, came off the stage and the other two judges joined Daphne and Noelle onstage, I was given the all-clear to run out toward them while confetti and glitter rained down from the ceiling.

      I made a beeline for my friend, once again lifting her up off the ground in a hug.

      “Oh, my God!” Noelle squealed in my ear, almost shattering my eardrum. “I can’t believe I actually won!”

      “I knew you could do it!” I exclaimed.

      A flash of something I’d never seen before passed over her face, and before I knew what was happening, her lips were on mine.

      Sparks of electricity raced over my skin as our lips moved together with ease, like it was something we’d been doing for our whole lives instead of the life-altering moment it was. And in that moment, it hit me like a ton of bricks.

      I was in love with my best friend. Not as a friend or as a sister, but as the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. And now that I looked back on it, I realized I’d felt this way for a long time.

      “Congratulations, Noelle!” Daphne exclaimed, interrupting the moment.

      Remembering that we were still on live television, I set Noelle down. With wide, almost horrified eyes, she turned toward Daphne and took the microphone that was being extended to her.

      “Thank you!” she gushed. “Oh, my God! I think I’m still in shock.”

      Daphne laughed. “You earned it. You had an amazing run on this show, and I think I speak for all of us when I say I can’t wait to see where you go from here! Thank you all so much for tuning in, America, and we’ll see you in the spring for season two! Noelle, why don’t you take us out?”

      The track for “That Don’t Impress Me Much” played, and Noelle sang the chorus as the credits were rolling for the viewers at home.

      “And we’re out,” the producer announced after what felt like an eternity.

      As soon as she was able to, Noelle quickly led me offstage to a quiet corner. She looked like she would rather have been almost anywhere else, and she couldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Um…about…about that kiss. Can…can we pretend it didn’t happen?” she mumbled, tripping over her words. “I don’t…I don’t even know what I was thinking. I’m sorry.”

      As my heart slowly started to crumble, I swallowed the rising lump in my throat.

      It felt like everything in my entire life made sense after that kiss. It was like a light had finally been turned on in a dark room, illuminating the future I could have with her. And Noelle wanted to forget it. Pretend it never happened. Go back to being friends like nothing had changed.

      The reality was, everything had changed. And she had no idea.

      “If that’s what you want,” I managed to say.

      I knew Noelle almost better than I knew myself. I knew she needed one thing to stay the same while her entire life was about to change. And I had to be that one thing.

      So I would be. No matter how much it killed me.
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          NOELLE

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck, it’s cold!” I groaned over the phone to my best girlfriend and manager, Love, as I stepped out of the taxi in front of DeVille Records.

      “It’s December in New York, Ellie. What’d you expect?” she laughed.

      “I know, and I’m used to the cold, but still.”

      “Just think about the fancy dinner you get to eat tonight, and you’ll warm right up,” she teased. “I’m still uber jealous that Colin got that reservation.”

      I sighed. I’d been dating my boyfriend for about a year and a half after we met while collaborating on a song for his first album. I liked him a lot, but sometimes I wished he would try a little harder or spend more quality time with me instead of just taking me out to very public places where we got almost no privacy. Lately, it felt like all we did was go out to eat, dodge the paparazzi on our way into the restaurant, and then go back to one of our places afterward. And while I hated every second of the attention they paid us because we were a high-profile couple, he seemed to eat it all up with a spoon.

      Tonight, we had a reservation at the newest hot spot in the city, which had a waiting list a mile long. I should have been stoked because I’d actually been wanting to see what all the hype was about, but it just felt like more of the same old thing. It was like he didn’t even care enough to try to make our dates memorable anymore.

      “Uh-oh. Trouble in paradise?” Love asked.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “He’s just been acting weird and distant lately. Like, it feels like all we do is go out to super public places and spend the entire time dodging photographers. It’s like we’re just going through the motions of being a couple. I really like him, and when we first started dating, I thought he might be the one, but now I don’t know where I see us going anymore.”

      “Then maybe he’s not the one. And it’s okay if he’s not.”

      “Is it stupid that part of the reason I’m still with him is that I’m scared of what the tabloids will say if we break up? They can be brutal.”

      “First of all, you’re America’s sweetheart,” she chuckled. “You can do no wrong. And second of all, this is your life you’re talking about, Ellie. Who gives a shit what they think? We can give the press whatever story we need to. Yes, you’re my client, but you’re my friend first, and I don’t want to see you in a loveless relationship because you’re worried about what the tabloids are going to say.”

      “Oh, shit!” I squealed as I slipped on a patch of black ice on the sidewalk.

      I barely managed to grab a nearby lamppost to keep myself upright. December in New York City sounded glamorous, but the reality of it? Not so much. It was a lot of snow, ice, and cold. Not that I wasn’t used to the cold, being from Vermont, but when you were in a city where walking was a major form of transportation, it was a whole other experience.

      “You okay?” Love asked.

      “Yeah, I’m good. I just slipped on some black ice and almost ate it on the sidewalk,” I told her. “But I should let you go. I’m about to walk into the studio.”

      “Okay. Call me tomorrow and tell me all about your fancy food so I can keep living vicariously through you,” she teased.

      I snorted. “I will. Bye, Love.”

      “Oh, my God! You’re Noelle Pine!” a girl who couldn’t have been much older than me exclaimed.

      Damn it. Apparently the massive sunglasses, bulky coat, and scarf I was wearing weren’t enough of a disguise. But I loved my fans. After all, without them, I would have still been flipping burgers in Lake Serenity.

      Pulling my scarf down and taking my sunglasses off, I turned to face the girl with a smile. “Yep, last I checked.”

      “I can’t believe I met you! I’m such a huge fan!” she gushed. “I have all of your albums!”

      “Thank you,” I chuckled. “That’s really sweet of you to say. What’s your name?”

      “Julie.”

      My heart did a funny squeeze as I heard how similar her name was to my best friend’s, and I couldn’t understand why.

      Sure, I missed Julian like crazy, but that was nothing new. I always missed him. While I got to move to New York City and see all of my dreams become realities, he’d stayed in Lake Serenity and taken over McGovern Hardware, his family’s store that had been passed down through the generations. He came to every single one of my concerts in surrounding cities, so we still saw each other semi-regularly, and we talked and texted almost every day, but I hadn’t been home to see him since Daphne had signed me.

      “Um…crap, I don’t have anything for you to sign,” Julie said, bringing my attention back to her.

      “Well, how about a picture instead?” I suggested.

      “Really? That would be so amazing!”

      “Absolutely.”

      She pulled her phone out, and we quickly took a selfie.

      “Thank you so much,” she said enthusiastically. “This is the best Christmas present ever!”

      That made me laugh. If she only knew how boring and ordinary I really was. Everyone seemed to have the idea that celebrities were these larger-than-life beings, but the truth was, we were just people. We had feelings and hopes and dreams and likes and dislikes just like everyone else.

      I smiled. “You’re very welcome. Happy holidays, Julie.”

      “Merry Christmas,” she said, turning around and walking away.

      I smiled again as I walked into the studio, slightly favoring the ankle I’d just twisted.

      “Hey, Noelle,” the receptionist, Mary, said as I walked into the front lobby of the studio.

      “Hi, Mary. Thank God it’s warm in here.”

      “Right?” she agreed with a giggle. “It’s freezing outside.”

      “Is Colin done for the day yet?”

      “Not yet. They’re running a little behind. Sorry.”

      “No worries. I do this for a living too. I know how it goes. Do you think it’d be okay if I go back and listen while he finishes up?”

      She nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, totally!”

      I smiled thanked her as I headed toward the elevator and rode up to the second floor. As the elevator dinged and I stepped off, I almost walked right into Daphne.

      “Oh, my God!” I exclaimed. “Sorry, Daph.”

      She laughed and backed up, letting me get off the elevator. “You’re good. Meeting Colin?”

      “Yep. We have a reservation at Benecio’s tonight.”

      “Jealous!” she mock groaned. “I’ve been trying to get in there for months and they’ve been booked solid.”

      “Yeah, I have no idea how he got it,” I agreed, trying to force a smile when, in truth, I was already over this date before it had even started. “I’m surprised to see you here, though. Didn’t Ezra and the girls get in yesterday?”

      A huge grin lit up her face, the way it always did whenever she talked about her husband and their daughters, and I couldn’t help the pang of jealousy I felt. I wished I had someone who made me that happy. I liked Colin and he’d always treated me right, but honestly, he’d never made me this happy. Like my whole face would light up whenever I talked about him.

      “Yeah, they did,” she told me. “But I was here laying down the vocals for my duet with Colin. I’m glad I ran into you, though. I was actually going to text you and see if you could hang out soon. Ari would love to see you.”

      That made me smile for real. Ezra’s daughter, Arielle, was fourteen going on thirty and had sass for days, but she was the sweetest kid.

      “Absolutely. I’m free most of this week. And Ari owes me a jam session,” I chuckled. “Anyway, I’ll let you get home. Tell Ezra and the girls I said hi.”

      “You can tell them yourself when you see them,” she said as she gave me a hug and hit the elevator button. “Enjoy your fancy dinner. I’ll text you tomorrow.”

      After she got on the elevator, I turned and headed toward the studio, and Colin walked out of the recording booth on his cellphone.

      “Right. Seven o’clock at Benecio’s. Colin Carey and Noelle Pine are going to be there, and he’s going to propose to her. I’m a good friend of Colin’s. That’s how I know.”

      There was a pause as whoever was on the other end of the phone spoke.

      “Look, mate, I’m giving you a bloody exclusive! If you don’t want it, I’ll take it to the Enquirer!” he exclaimed.

      I was so taken aback that I actually stumbled and had to use the wall to hold myself up. I heard my heart beating in my ears, and my breathing came in short gasps.

      He was on the phone with a tabloid. Telling them about exactly where we were going to be tonight, and telling them he was going to propose just to make sure they showed up. He knew how much I hated the attention and, if he was even telling the truth about proposing at all, now he was taking what should have been a happy moment between us and turning it into a circus sideshow attraction.

      “That’s what I thought,” Colin grunted as he hung up the phone, and then his eyes got as big as saucers when he saw me standing there. “Noe. You all right, love?”

      Yeah, that was his nickname for me. Noe. Because of course he couldn’t call me by my full name, or call me Ellie like everyone else. Just saying, it was kind of a turn-off when it sounded like my partner was saying “fuck no” while we were in bed.

      “Am I all right? Are you fucking serious, Colin?!” I exclaimed

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Prologue – Three Years Ago
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Epilogue – Eighteen Months Later
      


      		
        Falling Angel Sneak Peek
      


      		
        Playlist
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Also by Carmen Richter
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		Also by Carmen Richter


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ebook-cover.jpg
DEVILLE RECORDS
NOELLE 8 JULIAN
-,

CARMEN RICHTER





OEBPS/images/heading-snowflake-screen.png






OEBPS/images/sing-noelle-human-authored-certification.jpg





