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INTRO

In this story, Kate makes her Grandma’s famous Christmas cookies.  To experience this story to the fullest, I recommend putting on a Christmas mix and baking some Christmas cookies.
This is the recipe Kate uses:
Separate two egg yolks from white and drop the yolks into hot salted water.
Simmer until they are hard cooked. Put through a wire sieve.  Set aside for use later.
In a seperate bowl combine:
2 ¼ cups flour
3/4 teaspoon salt
1/8 teaspoon baking soda
Mix dry ingredients. Set aside.
In another bowl combine:
½ cup butter
½ cup Crisco
½ cup sugar
Cream together.
Add 1 unbeaten egg.
Add ½ teaspoon vanilla.
Add sieved egg yolks.
Beat well.
Add dry ingredients.
Chill for an hour.  
Roll out flat and then cut with cookie cutters.
Cook at 375 degrees for 8 to 11 minutes.  Bake until the cookies are lightly brown on the edge.
Lastly, ice the cookies and decorate with red and green sugar.




CHAPTER ONE

Traffic came to a halt, crowding the ancient Dubrovnik streets.  These roads were constructed long before Ford created his first automobile.  Expansion was not an option.  There was simply no room with the historic stone buildings crowding both sides of the street.
To say the very least, these winding roads were dangerous for both pedestrians and drivers.  To make things worse, a Lamborghini overheated causing massive congestion.
With complete disregard for safety, a black motorcycle raced through the streets, recklessly weaving in and out of traffic.
The rider was dressed in head to toe black leather and a matte black helmet.  It wasn’t her erratic driving that turned heads.  It was the sniper rifle strapped to her back.
Daniela tugged at her leather coat and cursed the hot July sun.  It was hard enough navigating the narrow brick streets, but doing so in suffocating leather was an absolute nightmare.
She steered the bike around a bright red Maserati, slowing long enough to admire its beauty.  That’s a pretty car.
Most who saw her were alarmed.  A rider with a gun, racing through the streets.  It couldn’t be good. 
She came to a red light and to everyone’s surprise, she actually stopped.  Reaching into the inside pocket of her coat, she pulled out her phone.
She flipped open the front of her helmet to reveal whiskey colored eyes lined in dark smoky make-up. 
“Start the engines, I’m almost there,” Daniela commanded.  Then she abruptly hung up without saying another word. 
Looking briefly to the left and then to the right, she revved her engine and sped onward in complete disregard of the traffic light that was still red.
With one more turn, she arrived at a small airport and raced across the tarmac to a waiting plane. 
Leaving her key in the ignition, Daniela abandoned the motorcycle and ran up the stairs into the cabin.
“You’re late,” Phillips announced and handed her a Diet Coke.
Daniela laughed and removed her helmet, freeing her long dark locks.  “How do I look?” she asked.
“Like you just walked off a movie set,” Phillips huffed as he took the helmet from her.
“Thank you,” she smiled and tried to sit down in the seat. With a painful jab to her back, she was reminded that she’d forgotten to remove the gun and return it to the prop master.
“Gun, and gloves,” he feigned annoyance and held out a hand.  “Could you be more of a stereotype?  A girl in leather on a bike?  What are you now?  A Danvers sister?”
“You’ve got to know your audience and give ‘em what they want,” Daniela was unapologetic.
“Fine,” Phillips waved a hand over her head.  “I’ll just get you a Stetson and call it a day.”
As she peeled the leather gloves from her long slender fingers, the pilot began to increase speed for take-off.
“You better sit down before you ruin your manicure,” Daniela pointed to the seat.
“Bollocks,” came the reply as Phillips sat in the seat, and pulled a seatbelt across his iridescent purple suit.
Phillips was her personal assistant, and one of her best friends.  They met on the set of a movie when they were both in their teens.  Daniela grew up, but Phillips never did.  He was a brilliant side-kick though, and they’d built pretty solid careers together.
“Did you happen to grab anything for me to change into?” Daniela squirmed in the hot leather.
“Honey, no,” Phillips rolled his eyes.  “All of your luggage is down there.”  He pointed to the floor.
“You left it?” Daniela leaned forward.
“Of course not,” Phillips looked offended.  “It’s in the luggage compartment.”
Daniela grit her teeth and sat back.  She was hot and sweating.  The leather was so uncomfortable.  “Well, what DID you bring?” she asked, fully annoyed.
“Fan mail,” Phillips sang.
She loved hearing from her fans.  After a long week of work, this would be the perfect way to unwind.
Most of the letters were long, and involved detailed stories from the lives of her fans.  She enjoyed getting this glimpse into their lives.  Some letters accompanied gifts.  Handmade art was her favorite.  The walls of her office were decorated with paintings and drawings that her fans had made.
“Oh, check it out,” Phillips sang.  “This young girl is at a hospital in Traverse City.  You should visit her this week.”
“No way,” Daniela’s eyes widened as she reached for the letter.  “Yeah, I definitely should swing by.”
Every July her family rented a luxury cabin on Lake Michigan.  Instead of celebrating in December, they would celebrate Christmas in July.  The cabin they selected this year was a short drive from Traverse City.  She’d easily be able to slip away for a few hours to visit the hospital.
“Try to set it up for Friday, before I leave for L.A.  No press.” Daniela gave the letter back and reached for another.
When she opened the envelope, she quickly noticed it was not like the others.  Written in black Sharpie were the words, “I KNOW ABOUT IBIZA.”
She must have let out an audible gasp, because Phillips immediately looked up.  “What is it?” he asked.
Daniela swallowed hard.  She couldn’t breathe, but she needed to respond quickly before he made a big deal out of it.
“Nothing,” she managed. 
Deliberately, she focused on folding the letter neatly and returning it to the envelope.  She felt an anxiety attack coming on, and remembered what the therapist told her.  He instructed her to focus on small movements and train her attention on them so that she could remove her focus from what was upsetting her.  She carefully traced her fingers along the edges of the envelope. 
It wasn’t working. 
Frustrated, Daniela placed the envelope in the inside pocket of her leather coat and got up to walk to the bathroom.
Not a movement was missed by Phillips.  He watched her closely as she moved across the cabin.
Once inside the bathroom, she placed her palms against the wall and closed her eyes.  She took a deep breath and counted to ten.  
I really need to learn how to meditate.
Again, she took a deep breath and counted to ten.  She repeated this until she felt herself begin to calm down.
Ibiza.
She’d deal with that later.  For now, she was excited about Christmas at the lake.  It was going to be a busy week, but it was her favorite time of the year.
◆◆◆
 
A run-away cart raced across the grocery store parking lot, catching Kate’s attention.  She quickly sprung into action and grabbed it before it slammed into a Tesla.
“Someone left their purse in the cart,” Kate pointed out to her friend.  “Did you see who had this cart?”
“No,” Heidi shook her head and scanned the parking lot.
“I’m sure they’ll be back.  Let’s take it to the customer service desk.” Kate picked it up and handed it to Heidi before she returned the cart to corral. 
“I still can’t believe you are going on vacation with them.  They’re all so gorgeous, and ridiculously famous.”  Heidi was trying to wrap her mind around Kate’s upcoming trip.
“We live in L.A., it’s not that strange.  We’re around celebrities every day.  It’s kind of part of the job.  Besides I don’t look at them that way.”  Kate tried to put it in perspective.
“Carl Carter is People Magazine’s Sexiest Man.  Daniela Dantangelo is the “It-Girl” of Hollywood.  You can’t tell me you won’t be star struck,” Heidi pushed.
“You forgot my boyfriend, Wyatt,” Kate pointed out.
“Oh yeah, him,” Heidi laughed.  “You got the fat brother.”
Kate swatted at her friend.  “He’s not fat.  He’s a little chubby.  And I find him unequivocally attractive.  I love him as he is.”
Wyatt, also a very successful actor, may not have the looks of his twin brother, but he had just as much star power.  As one of the main actors a popular crime drama, Wyatt easily held his own. 
“Can you just imagine that bloodline?” Heidi was still gushing.  “Carl’s father, Aaron, has two Super Bowl rings.  Aaron’s sister Dixie, who also happens to be Daniela’s mother, is a country music icon.”
“I know who Wyatt’s family is,” Kate pointed out.  Heidi was clearly not understanding that Kate remained unimpressed.
“When do you leave?” Heidi changed the subject.
“I fly out this afternoon.” 
“And where are you flying to?” Heidi asked.
Kate shook a finger at her.  “Bad Heidi.”
One of the caveats to her invitation was the requirement of discretion.  Wyatt’s family rented a cabin this time every year, and if the press ever discovered the location, they would surely ruin the holiday.  Heidi was right about the family’s level of star power.  It would be a paparazzi circus if word got out.
◆◆◆
 
Every year, the aunties picked a different home to rent on Lake Michigan.  This year, they were in the heart of wine country on the Leelanau Peninsula in Michigan.
“You’ve really outdone yourselves this time,” Daniela said quietly as she knocked on the mammoth twelve-foot-tall door. 
Seconds later, the door flung wide open as two older women clamored to greet her.  They were nearly knocked over by Daniela’s golden retriever, Buddy.
“Baby Girl!” Dixie greeted her daughter with a hug.  She then pulled back and inspected Daniela’s outfit.  She didn’t like it.  Not in the very least.
“Hi, Mama,” Daniela replied and kissed her on the cheek.
“Come on now, lemme see my favorite niece,” Betsy pushed Dixie to the side and wrapped her arms around Daniela.
“What are you wearin' child?” Betsy asked.  Her tone was dripping with judgement.
And so it began.  Betsy and Dixie were a riot together.  They loved with all of their beings, and they teased with the same ferocity.
“I came straight from the set,” Daniela tried to explain as she got on her knees to greet Buddy.  He may be old, but he acted like a puppy every time he saw her.
“Bless her heart, no wonder she’s single,” Betsy added in her soft southern drawl.
“Not single,” Daniela pointed out as she closed the door and picked up her bag.
“I tried to fix her up with Henry’s son from church,” Dixie put her hands in the pocket of an apron that was tied loosely around her waist.  “She wouldn’t have it.”
“Because I have a boyfriend, Mama,” Daniela tried to make herself heard.
“Well ya’ll are never gonna get grandbabies if she won’t settle down,” Betsy pointed out.  “I mean, maybe you’ll be a cat granny.”
“She already stuck me with her dog,” Dixie reminded her.
Daniela was just opening her mouth to defend herself when the three of them entered the great room at the end of the foyer.  It left her speechless.
The log cabin was anything but rustic.  This was a mansion built out of beautifully carved logs.  The great room ceiling was three stories tall with a wall of windows overlooking a bluff that faced west.  There was an unobstructed view of the great lake.
Dixie reached out a finger and lifted Daniela’s chin until her mouth closed.  “Try to be a lady honey.  No one wants to see down the back of your throat.”
“Prettier than a pig on a pony,” Betsy whispered.  “And you arrived just in time to watch the sunset.”
“Now run along and change so we can eat,” Dixie stated authoritatively.
“You don’t like the leather?” Daniela teased.
“Heavens no,” Dixie frowned.  “I don’t want the family thinking you’ve become a call girl.”
“Or a spy?” Daniela corrected her.  “I’m working on a spy movie, mama.”
“A hooker spy,” Betsy nodded.  “Like Julia Roberts.”
Daniela shook her head.  “No.  Just no.”
“Down the hall, last door on the right,” Dixie pointed.  “And don’t you come out here wearing an ugly Christmas sweater.”
Daniela walked down the long hall pausing to admire the massive timbers that composed the walls.  The cabin was truly impressive.  It was a piece of art. 
When she opened the door to her room, she noticed two beds. 
Crap.  They are going to make me room with Wyatt’s girlfriend.
She didn’t dislike Wyatt’s girlfriend.  The problem was that Daniela didn’t know her.  Right now, she just wanted to relax.  Not make small talk with a stranger that she’d end up hating after Wyatt ended the relationship.  It was simply a waste of time.  She’d rather invest in people she knew would be around.
Daniela dropped her bags on the bed farthest from the door and then sat down in an oversized leather chair by the windows.  Buddy barely let her sit down before he jumped up on her lap.
She stared out the window as she ran her hand through Buddy’s fur.  There was something so calming about Lake Michigan.  It reminded her of the ocean.  You could ride in a boat for hours and never see the far side of the lake.  The waves were gentle, and most of the time, the wind was as well.  Here the beaches were clean, and quiet.  Only in the main resort towns were the beaches crowded. 
The longer she sat there, the more relaxed she became.  The grueling stress of long hours on set began to fade away and silence started to settle in.
Until Wyatt knocked loudly on the door.  “Dani, are you in there?”
She jumped up and ran to the door.  “Wyatt!”
“What's up cuz?” he laughed and picked her up.  “Man, I missed you.”
“I missed you too,” Daniela buried her head into his furry neck.
“Why are you dressed like a prostitute?” he asked.
“A spy, you idiot.  A spy.”
“Well you better change real quick, so we can eat.  The aunties are getting impatient,” Wyatt pointed out. 
“Okay, okay.  Hang on a sec,” Daniela said as she took her bag into the attached bathroom.  Less than a minute later she emerged in a fuzzy red Christmas sweater and a tight pair of dark jeans.
“You look like Christmas,” Wyatt smiled.
◆◆◆
 
Hours later, the family relaxed around a firepit in the back yard.  As always, Daniela’s father, Otis, brought his guitar.  He was a quiet man, which was a good thing, because his wife Dixie never stopped talking.  He was the perfect match for her because he never wanted to be the center of attention.  Whenever they gathered around a fire, he could be found quietly strumming songs on his guitar.
As he played “Winter Wonderland,” Daniella pulled her knees close and huddled deep into an Adirondack chair.
“I never get used to how chilly summer nights are in Michigan,” Wyatt said as he handed her a mug of hot chocolate.
Daniela gladly took the mug. “That’s funny because the people who live here think it’s hot.”
“Seventy degrees is not hot,” Wyatt shook his head. 
“Maybe we are too used to SoCal weather.”
“What’s the weather like in Croatia right now?” Wyatt asked.
Daniela loved the Mediterranean.  In two weeks, she was flying back for their final month of filming.  After six months on location, it felt like a second home.  She wasn’t ready to give it up just yet.
“They were having a heatwave when I left.  It was a blistering week.  But most of the time, the breeze off the water keeps it comfortable.  Not too different from here,” Daniela explained.
Changing the subject to something he’d been dying to ask, Wyatt raised an eyebrow and said, “Are you excited to meet my girlfriend?”
“No,” Daniela replied without hesitation.  It was the truth.  Wyatt was not only her cousin, but her best friend.  “I don’t want to share you.  It’s been too long.  I haven’t seen you since New Year’s Eve.”
“You could have come to visit,” Wyatt shot her a look.
“You could have come to Croatia,” Daniela countered.
“You could have invited me!” Wyatt raised his eyebrows. 
“Okay, good point,” Daniela agreed and took a sip of the cocoa.  She let out a sigh, “I did miss you though.”
“Just be nice, okay?” Wyatt requested.  “She’s important to me, and your approval means the world to me.”
Daniela looked at her diamond encrusted Tag Hauer watch.  “Shouldn’t you be leaving for the airport?”
“Is it nine already?”  Wyatt asked.
“Mmm hmm,” Daniela mumbled into her hot chocolate.
“Be nice,” he reminded her as he got up from his chair.
Daniela closed her eyes and leaned her head back.  Fittingly, Otis began playing “Home for the Holidays.”  She looked around the fire at the people she loved.  Well, everyone except for Carl.  If she never spoke another word to him for the rest of her life, it would probably be too soon.  He caught her looking his direction and so he decided to walk over.
“You look like you put on weight,” Carl sneered and sat down next to her.
She wasn’t wasting a moment of her life on this guy.  She looked away and sighed in annoyance.  “I have a script to study,” she announced and excused herself.  Leave it to Carl to ruin a perfectly relaxing evening.
Back in her room, she changed into a pair of sleeping shorts and a tank top.  It would be nice to sleep naked, but that wasn’t about to happen now that she had to share her room.  She opened her duffle bag and pulled out a script.  She’d been so focused on her current project, that she’d barely studied for her new TV show, “Calico Queens.”
It was a period piece based on a comic book about two female pirates who fell in love while working for Captain Calico Jack in the Bahamas.  Her lover was set to be played by one of Canada’s most beloved actresses, but she backed out last minute due to a scheduling conflict.  They were planning on shooting in a month and a half and were scrambling to find a replacement. 
After her time in Michigan, Daniela was going to fly to L.A. to read some scenes with actresses that were vying for the open spot.  Chemistry was paramount.  In order for them to portray this relationship properly, the two actresses needed to be believable as a couple.
If there was ever sacred ground when it came to scripts, it would be comic cross-overs.  And the Captain Calico comics had a passionately loyal fanbase.  She should probably study.
Instead she tossed the script back into her bag and pulled out a smartphone.  Time to cyber spy on Wyatt’s girlfriend.
She scrolled through Instagram photos of the couple and tried to look for things to judge.  Unfortunately, they looked like a very happy couple.  They’d met on the set of Wyatt’s show.  Kate had minor role that only lasted two episodes.
Daniela took notice of how Kate looked in the online pictures.  Whether working out, or dressed for a night on the town, Kate looked moderately attractive.  She wasn’t beautiful by Hollywood’s standards, but she was cute.  She had blonde straight hair and striking light green eyes.  Even her freckles were adorable. 
Daniela sighed, tossed her phone on the nightstand and shut off the light.  She was going to try her best to fall asleep before Kate arrived.  And if she couldn’t pass out before then, she would at least pretend to be asleep.  She was not interested in small talk.  Not tonight.




CHAPTER TWO

Casting vibrant red rays on the floor, the sun filtered through a cardinal suncatcher on the window.  Daniela woke with a start and sat up in her bed.  For a second she forgot where she was.  Her eyes scanned the room taking in the oversized log walls. She was in Michigan.  And she had to pee, badly.
With complete disregard to the woman in the shower, Daniela burst into the bathroom and made a beeline for the toilet.
Startled, Kate moved an arm to cover her chest and spun around.  She stared at the shower curtain.  Did that just happen?  She held her breath as she strained to listen.  Sure enough, she heard the toilet flush.
She shook her head in disbelief, that was soon followed by annoyance.  She had half the mind to throw open the shower curtain and say her peace, but quickly decided against it.  She was a guest of this family after all.  In truth, she’d grown up sharing a bathroom with two sisters, so it’s not like she was a stranger to this sort of thing.  Still, it’s not the kind of introduction that she was really comfortable with.
The door closed and Kate leaned her head into the black slate that covered the walls of the shower.  “Good morning,” she mumbled quietly. 
The thought of spending a week vacationing in a lake house would be appealing to most people.  Not so for Kate.  Spending long days with people she didn’t know left her feeling uneasy.  When Wyatt asked her to come on this trip, she wasn’t sure she was going to say yes.  Kate thought it seemed a little early to be meeting his family.  But Wyatt insisted, and she had always wanted to see Michigan’s coast. 
She got out of the shower and stepped out onto a fluffy white bath mat.  Not wasting another second, she reached over and locked the bathroom door.  Then came the hiccups.  Whenever Kate gets nervous or uncomfortable, she begins to hiccup.  It is one of the things she hates most about herself.
◆◆◆
 
A full hour later, Kate emerged from the bathroom.  Her make-up was flawless, and her long blonde hair had been tamed, mostly.  She walked into the kitchen and was greeted by an overly exuberant Wyatt.  Clearly, he was happy to be with his family.  He gave her a hug and then pulled out a chair at the table for her.
“Daniela, this is my girlfriend, Kate,” Wyatt proudly introduced her.
“We already met this morning,” Daniela said and looked directly at her.
Kate raised her gaze to meet those whiskey colored eyes.  She flashed a flawless smile that perfectly hid her annoyance.
“Good!” Wyatt was pleased.  “My two favorite ladies in the same room!”
“Don’t forget about your sweet Aunt Dixie,” Daniela’s mom added as she brought a plate of fresh waffles to the table. 
The smell was incredible.  Kate looked around the table taking it all in.  Large Belgian waffles were piled onto two platters.  There was whipped cream, both in a can, and in a bowl.  She assumed that the bowl held freshly made whipped cream.  No one at the table was interested in it, though.  Betsy was scooping vanilla ice cream on to her waffle.  Daniela was piling strawberries on hers.  Dixie was wrist deep in a jar of Nutella.
“Ya’ll, we drew names last night for kitchen duty.”  Betsy handed a list to Daniela. 
Wyatt put his arm around Kate and explained.  “Uncle Otis does all of the cooking.  He’s very possessive of it. On the plus side, he is also a phenomenal chef.”
“One of the reasons I married him,” Dixie added.  “Can’t keep these curves without the help of a good cook.” 
“Because he does all of the cooking, we split the clean-up duties.  We pair up in teams.  Aunt Dixie and mom draw the names randomly,” Wyatt continued.
“No,” Daniela announced and passed the sheet to Wyatt.  “You have me with Carl.  I’m not working with him.”
“Listen Hollywood,” Dixie’s voice went up an octave.  “You’ll do what you’re told.”
Daniela chewed on her cheek and then let out a groan.  “Yes, mama.”
With complete disregard to the now cool mood of the room, Wyatt cheerfully continued to talk.  “There is one exception to the cooking rule.  Every year we have a cookie baking contest.  Uncle Otis hands over the keys to the kitchen on that night.”
“Christmas cookies?” Kate asked.  This Christmas in summer thing felt so strange, yet so fantastic all at the same time.
“Absolutely,” Wyatt smiled.  “And I am the reigning champ.”
“My man,” Kate proudly exclaimed and kissed him on the cheek.  It was an adorable move that made everyone at the table smile, including Daniela.
“Strawberries?” Daniela offered as she leaned over Wyatt to pass a bowl full of the red fruit.
Regardless of intent, Kate took it as an olive branch and smiled.  “Thank you.”
She wanted the Nutella and whipped cream as well, but her nerves took over.  She didn’t want to make a bad first impression on the family.  Daniela, Carl, and Dixie had flawless figures, and she knew those bodies didn’t come without a lot of work.  She didn’t want to be judged for the calories she consumed at breakfast.
“Wave runners are ready,” Carl announced as he walked bare chested into the kitchen.  “Who’s down for a ride?”
“I’m in,” Kate stood up.
She’d only managed three bites of her waffle, but the anxiety was making her uncomfortable.  It was hard to eat in front of strangers.  She’d much rather be outside.
“Do you need a sec to change?” Carl asked.
Kate shook her head.  She was prepared.  Under her jean shorts and plain black tee shirt was the perfect bikini.  It was a red Christmas sweater patterned top with a solid green bottom.  She felt rather witty when she bought it and couldn’t wait to show it off.
“I’m going to finish your waffle and then I’ll join you guys,” Wyatt pulled her plate in front of him.
Dixie rapped her bright red nails on the table.  “Your brother is going to steal your girlfriend.”
Daniela and Wyatt laughed.
“It doesn’t matter how pretty he is,” Wyatt confidently stated.  “He’s never been able to take any of my girls.”
Daniela nodded.  All the looks in the world couldn’t compete with Wyatt’s magnetic personality.
Betsy moved next to Daniela and pulled her in for a hug.  “I missed ya.”
Letting go of the rest of her frustration surrounding Carl, Daniela snuggled into Betsy’s arms.  “Good morning Aunt Betsy.”             
“Tell me about the pirate thing,” Betsy requested.  “Your mama was saying that y’all are scramblin’ for another actress.”
Daniella took a log sip of her orange juice before replying.  “She backed out, so now we are going to have to replace her.  Next week, I’ll be in L.A. and we’ll be doing some chemistry reads.”
“Never underestimate the power of good chemistry,” Dixie smiled and leaned in to kiss Otis.
“Gross,” Daniela and Wyatt said in unison.
“I think it’s time to hit the lake,” Daniela announced and stood up.
“I’ll meet you out there,” Wyatt said and reached for her plate.  He planned on finishing her waffle as well.
◆◆◆
 
The lake was choppier today and it made riding the wave runners more difficult than usual.  Kate lasted about an hour and then settled into a lounge chair on the beach.  The sound of waves racing themselves to shore nearly lulled her to sleep.
“I love the water,” Daniela said as she walked towards her.
From the hidden side of dark aviator glasses, Kate’s eyes followed Daniela as removed a towel from around her waist and placed it on the chair.
“It gorgeous here,” Kate removed her gaze from Daniela and looked out across the lake.
“Have you been to Michigan before?” Daniela asked.
“No,” Kate shook her head.  “There are so many beautiful places in our country that I’ve never had the chance to visit.”
“My problem is that when I find a place I like, that isn’t crawling with paparazzi, I just want to keep coming back.  I need to stretch my wings more.”  Daniela was beginning to feel more comfortable talking with this stranger.  She wasn’t half bad.
“You travel a lot for work though,” Kate pointed out.  “That must be nice.”
“It is,” Daniela agreed.  “If it wasn’t for work, I would probably have never seen the world.”
Kate felt the tension begin to melt between the two of them.  She decided that she might try to be friends with Daniela.  At least for the week.
“When you’re done acting, where will you retire?” Kate asked.
“I don’t think that I’ll ever quit acting.  I love it too much,” Daniela explained.  “But if I did leave Hollywood, I think I’d settle near Nashville.  I grew up in Tennessee.  It’s home.”
Daniela took a piece of her hair and began slowly wrapping it around her finger.  The dark waves seemed to weave perfectly around her slender finger.
“What about you?” Daniela asked.  “Do you want to act for the rest of your life?”
“No,” Kate responded without hesitation.  “I mean don’t get me wrong, I love it.  But when I get older, I’d like to settle down in some sleepy town and direct community theater.”
Daniela let out a laugh that came from deep within her chest.
“Oh wait,” Daniela’s laughter stopped.  “You’re serious?”
“Absolutely,” Kate replied.  She knew she wasn’t like the typical Hollywood dreamers. 
“Okay, then,” Daniela nodded.  “Did you grow up in a small town?”
Kate closed her green eyes and smiled.  “I grew up on a farm in La Conner, Washington.”
“You’re a farm girl?” Daniela was shocked.  There was nothing about this woman that gave off a country vibe.
“Proud of it.  La Conner was a great place to grow up.  I lived there my whole life so I pretty much knew everyone.”  Kate sat up to reapply sunscreen.  Her pale skin required constant maintenance to keep from burning.  Tanning was not in her future.
Daniela noticed that she was having trouble reaching the middle of her back, so she took the sunscreen from Kate and took over.
Kate chewed lightly on her bottom lip.  It was strange that she felt comfortable with Daniela touching her.  Just hours earlier, in the bathroom, that was not the case.
“What kind of things did you do in La Conner?” Daniela asked as she gently rubbed the cream onto Kate’s muscular back.
“One of my favorite events is the Giant Pumpkin Festival,” Kate's voice warmed as she began to explain.  “Farmers from the area bring their largest pumpkins and compete to see who grew the biggest one.”
“Like how big are we talking?” Daniela finished with the sunscreen and put down the bottle.
“Twelve to Thirteen hundred pounds.”
“You’re joking, right?” Daniela raised her eyebrows.  “I’ve never seen a pumpkin I couldn’t carry.”
“Oh yeah, they’re massive,” Kate continued.  “And the pumpkins are cool, don’t get me wrong, but what I really like about the festival is the sense of community.  Everyone comes together to celebrate the harvest season.”
“Well you have to take me some time,” Daniela requested.  “I’ve got to see one of these giant pumpkins.”
Wyatt fresh off the wave runner, and soaking wet, began walking toward them.
“Look at that hair,” Daniela said.  “He’s like a bear.”
Kate laughed, “That’s my guy.”
“You like hairy men?” Daniela didn’t see the attraction.  Her boyfriend was losing his hair so he shaved his head, he didn’t have any facial hair, and he kept his chest and back tightly trimmed.
“I just like Wyatt,” Kate shrugged her shoulders.  She lifted her arms and pulled her golden hair into a pony tail. 
Wyatt picked her up and swung her around.  “Hey baby,” he greeted her.  “It’s Fajita Margarita night!  Are you excited?”
“I do love Fajita’s,” Kate smiled and gave him a quick peck. 
“Do you two want to go fishing with me?” Wyatt asked as he shook his head, throwing water all over them.
Kate smiled and began pulling on her shorts.  “I will, but you must know.  I’m horrible at fishing.”
“Dani?” Wyatt asked.
She lifted her sunglasses to look at the two of them.  She didn’t feel like being a third wheel. “I’m good.  I think I will just hang out here for a while.”
Hand in hand, the two of them walked to the boat.  Then to Daniela’s dismay, Carl came up and took the vacant chair next to her.
“So how do you feel about playing gay for pay?” Carl asked.
Daniela grit her teeth.  “It’s not like that.  The script is brilliant.”
“Lady pirates,” Carl said.  “Sounds hot to me.”
“You’re disgusting,” Daniela growled. 
“What?” Carl asked feigning innocence.
Without feeling the need to say another word, Daniela picked up her towel and walked back to the house. 
The pressure she was putting on herself was crushing her from the inside out.  The last thing she wanted with this project was for it to come off as smutty piece for creepy guys.  She wanted to present it authentically for the fans of the comic, and she wanted to do the relationship real justice.  More than anything, Daniela wanted to properly portray this love story in a way that could make her LGBTQ+ friends and fans proud.
Even though it was the last thing she wanted to do, Daniela decided to pull out the script and start re-learning her parts.  She determined to get her head in the game.  She would become the dread pirate Reed.
◆◆◆
 
“What do you think of my favorite cousin?” Wyatt asked as he cast his rod.
Kate, clearly on the struggle bus, threw her arm forward in an attempt to cast the line.  Unlike Wyatt’s, her bobber did not go sailing.  Instead it whipped back at her face.
“Here.  You have to hold down this button when you cast it,” Wyatt explained.  She really was quite bad at fishing, but he was glad to have her there nonetheless.  He figured it left more fish for him to catch.
She tried again, and it flopped pitifully a few feet from the boat.
“Reel it in, and we’ll try again,” Wyatt suggested.
“No, I like it there,” Kate stubbornly refused.  “The fish will like it too.”
Wyatt’s shoulders shook as he stifled a laugh.  “Okay, you do you, boo.”
“I like her,” Kate finally answered.  She wasn’t sure at first, but there was something about Daniela that resonated with her.
“Yeah?” Wyatt smiled.
“This morning she was a little cold.  I kind of thought she was a snob.  You know, how actresses can get when they are really successful,” Kate tried to explain.
Wyatt nodded, “She’s not like that though.  Dani’s always struggled with the transition from work to play.”
“What do you mean?” Kate wasn’t sure she understood.
“She exerts so much energy playing her parts, and then when the camera isn’t rolling, she still can’t let her hair down.  As the main character, she feels the need to be a good leader both on and off screen.  When the scene ends, her next act begins as she communicates with the other actors and the production team.  Then, when she leaves the set, there are always fans and cameras, so it’s not like she can let her guard down then either.  When she does separate from it all, it takes her a day or two to relax and actually begin to be herself.” 
Wyatt understood what went through Daniela’s mind.  He wasn’t the same way though.  For Wyatt, nothing was that serious.  He genuinely did not care what people thought of him. 
“I guess that makes sense,” Kate replied.  She imagined it would be twice as hard to shut that off when you were sharing a bedroom with a stranger.
“Just always assume the best of her,” Wyatt said as he reeled in his line again.  “I promise you; she is a really good person with a huge heart.”
“What’s the deal with her and Carl?” The bad blood between the two was obvious.
“Honestly, no one knows,” Wyatt cast his line again.  “I can’t remember when their beef started.  Whatever it is, Daniela is not letting it go.  It just sucks because we’re family, you know?  No matter what, you always forgive family.”
Not always, Kate thought to herself.  There was a reason she’d left La Conner, and it wasn’t just to become an actress.




CHAPTER THREE

Buddy was a traitor.  He’d curled up on the bed with Kate.  When he noticed that Daniela was up, he wagged his tail and jumped off the bed.  Busted. 
Fajita Margarita night was a success.  Maybe too much of a success.  Kate moaned as she tried to lift her head.
In front of her, on the nightstand, was a bottle of Tylenol and a glass of water.
“How are you feeling?” Daniela sat down next to her and laid a hand gently on her arm.
“Tell me I didn’t do anything stupid,” Kate mumbled as she wiped at her face trying to find her way through the blonde mop.  She looked a complete mess.
Daniela let out half a giggle.  “No, but you clearly have a thing against piñatas.”
“There was a piñata?”  She’d clearly had too many margaritas.  “You guys really take this seriously.”
“A gingerbread man piñata, no less.  You killed him.” Daniela got up from Kate’s bed and walked over to the chair to lace up a pair of white Adidas.  She was wearing navy capri joggers and a white University of Michigan jersey.
“Are you a Michigan fan?” Kate asked.
Daniela shrugged, “When in Rome.”
Kate sat up and gripped her head.  She felt dizzy and her headache was making her nauseous.
“You need to shake off that hangover STAT.  We're going to Fishtown to do some exploring.” Daniela walked back and offered Kate a hand.  “If you think last night was a little extra, you have no idea how Christmasy things can get around here.  Tonight, we play themed games and bake cookies.  It is completely over the top.”
“It’ll take me at least an hour to get ready,” Kate protested.
“No time for that.  Besides, we are going incognito,” Daniela threw a baseball cap at her.  “Just put on a hat, some sunglasses and slum it.”
“I don’t slum it,” Kate mumbled.  “Give me 15 minutes.”
“Deal,” Daniela agreed.
◆◆◆
 
An hour later, Kate emerged looking fully recovered.  Her make-up was flawless, and she was wearing a cute hobo skirt, white cotton shirt and Birkenstocks.
“What the…” Daniela grumbled.  “You’ll be recognized.”
“No,” Kate countered.  “I won’t.  I played a minor role on Wyatt’s show.  No one knows me yet.”
Wyatt wrapped his arms around her from behind and pulled her close.  “They will soon, baby.”
“If anyone is going to be recognized, it’s you,” Kate said to Daniela.
She looked down at the joggers and football jersey.  “How? I look like an absolute scrub?”
“I’ve never seen a jersey look better,” Kate confidently pointed out. 
It was true, even when she was dressing down, Daniela couldn’t hide the fact that she was gorgeous.  She was one of those women who made it look effortless.  She’d turn heads, and if anyone took a second glance, they’d probably recognize her.
“Let’s do this!” Carl pounded his chest as he walked up to them.
Daniela’s eyes darkened and she shot a sideways look at Wyatt.  “Really?”
He gave her an innocent grin and held up his hands.  “I call shotgun!”
◆◆◆
 
Fishtown is an historic collection of fishing shanties in Leland, on the shores of Lake Michigan.  In the 18th century it was a bustling commercial fishing town.  While Fishtown is still a working fishing village, most of the shanties have been converted to small shops and art galleries.  A river runs through the middle of the small town, and docks lined with fishing boats frame the clear water.  It looks much like it did 100 years ago.
“Let’s see if we can get on one of the boats,” Carl began walking toward the docks.
Daniela draped her arm around Kate’s shoulders.  “You guys do that, and we’ll start shopping.”
Before Wyatt could protest, Daniela steered them toward the village cheese shop.  Once inside, Daniela kept her sunglasses on.  Kate found it a little unnerving talking to Daniela when she couldn’t see her eyes.  But Daniela was dedicated to her disguise.
“How are you feeling?” Daniela asked.
“Better,” Kate replied and began to walk around the store.
“Good enough to eat something?” Daniela was starving and got straight to the point.
“What are you thinking?” Kate looked at Daniela, and then decided there was no point, since she couldn’t see Daniela’s eyes through the dark shades.
“There is a killer ice cream shop here.”
“Ice cream for breakfast?” Kate asked.
“It’s noon Kate,” Daniela was unimpressed. 
Kate ran her hand through her light blonde hair.  “Yeah, okay.  Let’s go.”  Inside she was dreading it.  These people were clearly trying to make her fat.  The calories from Fajita Margarita night were enough to last her a week.
“You know for someone who comes off as really nice, you sure are grumpy in the mornings,” Daniela pointed out.  She enjoyed giving Kate a hard time.
“Your family got me sorority girl smashed,” Kate defended herself.  “But you are on to something.  I need my morning coffee and a few minutes of calm before I can handle people.”
“How about some coffee ice cream?” Daniela offered.  She was in a fantastic mood and needed Kate to catch up to her.
As they talked and walked around the docks, Kate noticed that she was really starting to enjoy Daniela’s company.  She playfully leaned a shoulder into her new friend.
“How are you feeling about your new job at work?” Kate asked.
“New job?” Daniela was confused.
Kate continued, “That new job you are starting next month.  It’s always exciting when you get a new position at work.”
“My new job,” Daniela nodded.  Now she got it.  Kate was trying to be discreet as she asked about the new show.
“I’m a little nervous,” Daniela confessed.  “We thought we had the perfect team assembled for this project.  But one of the most important people just transferred to a new location.  Now we have to scramble to fill her vacancy before we can start working.”
“It must be difficult interviewing people and searching for the right team,” Kate continued the charade.
This was nice.  Daniela felt more normal than she had in a long time.  In that moment she wasn’t an A-list star.  She was simply a woman talking to her friend about the struggles of work.
“It is hard,” Daniela decided to open up.  “We don’t want to pick the wrong person.  And I have a lot of pressure because I feel like I have to try even harder to make sure that I’m easy to work with.”
“Really?” Kate was shocked.  Daniela was such an amazing actress.  Those who were hoping to act opposite her should be adjusting their style to mesh well with Daniela’s.
“We’re just really down to the wire,” Daniela explained.  “If I have to change my approach to make it work, I will.”
“Don’t do that,” Kate stopped walking.  “It will kill the chemistry if you aren’t authentic.”
“How?” Daniela asked.  She was surprised to see Kate so serious.  Even her green eyes turned a shade darker.
“Look, you know your role,” Kate lowered her voice.  “You know who Reed is.  You know how to play her.  Stay true to what you feel.  When the right Anne enters the room, you’ll know.  Just keep looking until you find the right girl.”
Daniela stood silent for a moment, and then raised her glasses and gave Kate a disapproving glare.  “You read the script,” she said.  Her tone was flat, yet clearly drenched with annoyance.
Kate reached up and gently slid Daniela’s glasses back over her eyes.  All of the sudden it became easier to talk to her if she couldn’t see those whiskey orbs.
“Not all of it,” Kate quietly replied and then resumed walking along the docks.
Daniela caught up to her, but remained silent.
“It’s really good, Daniela,” Kate made sure to speak softly enough that she couldn’t be overheard.  “Really good.”
No words came, only a mildly frustrated sigh.
Kate continued, “I think it’s going to be a big deal.  No.  I know it is.  The script is so well written, the story is solid.  To top it all off, they have the most beautiful and talented woman at the helm.”
“Don’t try to flatter me,” Daniela grumbled.
They walked in silence a little farther down the docks.  Kate wondered if Daniela would be mad for the whole day.  Had she fully ruined the mood?
“The problem is,” Daniela broke the silence.  “I don’t really know Reed.  Not yet.  I’ve been so busy with my movie that I haven’t had time to delve into the character.  I mean, I’ve read the script and I thought I was getting a feel for her, and then I flew halfway across the globe and put it in the back of my head.  I had to shut that off.”
“And now you’re having trouble getting back there?” Kate was starting to get it.
Daniela grew bored with her ice cream and tossed it in a trash can.  “Right.  And I need to get my head straight quickly because I pretty much have a week and a half before I have to fly back.”
“You’ll do it,” Kate put an arm around Daniela’s waist.  “You’ll figure it out, and you will lead this project so successfully that they will want to give you the whole company.”
“Future CEO,” Daniela laughed.
◆◆◆
 
Lady Gaga’s version of “White Christmas” played on the radio as the cookie competition began.  The kitchen was large, but with six bakers in the space, things became a little crowded.  Otis was the only one not competing.  He was the illustrious judge.  They’d nicknamed him RBG for the evening. 
“I forgot to come up with a recipe,” Daniela quietly admitted to Kate.  “I had to Google one.”
“I heard that.”  Wyatt was standing on the other side of Daniela.  “Don’t use that as an excuse when you lose.”
Kate turned on the kitchen aide mixer and the noise drowned both of them out.  She was taking this contest very seriously.  Kate was using her Grandma’s recipe.  It was sure to be a knockout.
Across the kitchen, Carl pulled a box of frozen chocolate chip cookie dough from the freezer.  As usual, he was shirtless.
“Do you need another margarita honey?”  Dixie asked in attempt to distract Kate from her cookies.
Kate shook her head, “I will never in my life need another margarita.”
Dixie shot a look at Betsy.  They’d intended to sabotage as much of the competition as they could by getting them all intoxicated.
“Well, how about some of my moonshine?” Betsy offered.  “I make the best moonshine in Davidson County.”
“It is really good,” Wyatt added, unknowingly playing in to their hands.
“Now Betsy will be right offended if you don’t give it a sip,” Dixie added.
Cookies, cocoa and moonshine.  This family is killing my diet plan.  “I’ll gladly drink some,” Kate lied.  “But I think everyone should join me so that we have an even playing field.”
“Fair enough,” Betsy began passing around mason jars filled with the sugary alcohol.
When Dixie handed out the moonshine, Kate noticed that Daniela handed hers to Wyatt.  Neither of them said a word, they just went about working on their cookies like it was nothing.  Wyatt easily drank both jars.  
The elixir was strong, and Kate had no desire to end up like she did last night, so she paced herself and kept a glass of ice water close.
She pulled dough from the mixer and began to roll it into a flat sheet.  As she pressed a star cookie cutter into the dough, Wyatt wrapped his arms around her.
“You look so beautiful,” he declared.  “I love you more today than ever before.”
“You’re so sweet,” Kate leaned back into him.
“Now what exactly is in that dough?” Betsy came over and tried her best to spy.
“Magic,” Kate replied.  “You’ll see.”
An hour later, Otis crowned Kate the champion of the Christmas cookie bake-off.  From that day forward, Betsy referred to them as magic cookies.  Apparently, Otis wasn’t the only one who liked the cookies. The whole batch was nearly decimated.  Carl’s cookies, however, remained untouched.
As the group transitioned to the great room, Karen Carpenter’s voice sang, “Chestnuts roasting on an open fire.”
“What are we playing?” Wyatt asked as he placed a few more logs in the fireplace.
“We’re doing a reindeer ring toss,” Dixie answered. 
Dixie declared herself the gamemaster and with that Otis’ time as the boss came to an end.  She divided the group into two teams.  The red team was made up of Daniela, Wyatt and Otis.  The green team was Betsy, Carl, and Kate.
Carl and Daniela were up first.  Dixie put a hat with inflatable reindeer antlers on each of their heads. 
“Now here’s how we play.  Each team has six rings.  You’ll throw the rings at your team mate’s antlers.  Whichever team finishes with the most rings on their antlers will win.”  Dixie tried her best to explain the game, but she’d had too much moonshine.  It was a good thing that the game was fairly simple.
Kate leaned back into the couch and took in the scene.  Heidi would have loved it.  Donning the inflatable antlers, Daniela Dantangelo looked every bit a Hallmark movie star in her fuzzy white sweater and artfully ripped jeans.  Wyatt and Carl were wrestling by the fireplace, and it looked like they would surely break something. To top it all off, country music legend Dixie was the ringleader, expressively waving brightly manicured nails through the air.
“All right, ya’ll come now,” Dixie waved them over.
Betsy and Kate divided the green rings between them, and lined up to begin the toss.  Every ounce of competitive nature boiled to the surface as the grown adults tried their best at this child’s game. 
It was much harder than it looked.  By the end of the round, on Carl’s head, the green team had successfully hooked one.  Daniela’s antlers, on the other hand, remained empty.
They rotated positions.  Otis and Kate faced off next.  The second round would have ended the same if it weren’t for Kate’s moves.  Without leaving her designated spot, she stretched and contorted her body to reach each ring that sailed remotely in her vicinity.
“Yoga?” Daniela asked as she admired the way Kate moved.
“Dance,” Wyatt corrected her. 
Daniela nodded.  “Makes sense.  She has phenomenal balance and athleticism.”
The score after round two had team green at 7, and team red at 4.  Things were starting to heat up as Betsy and Wyatt took their respective turns under the antlers.
“Wait, wait,” Betsy held up her hands.  “I need more moonshine for this.” 
The southern belle walked over and filled her mason jar.  To the very edge.  She then took a healthy swig and placed the reindeer antlers gently on her big red hair. 
“I make this look good,” she announced.  It was true.  Betsy wore the antlers like a pageant queen wears a crown.
Wyatt stood perfectly still as the rings sailed his direction.  Otis had figured out a strategy and successfully tossed the red rings onto his team’s antlers.  And in that final round, the red team stole the win from team green.
After a few more games, only Kate and Daniela remained sober.  They decided to hang out on the couch while the rest of the family headed off to their beds.  Buddy jumped up on the cushions and laid down between them.
“Want to stay up and talk a while?” Daniela asked.
“Sure,” Kate said.  Female friendships were important to her, and she loved relaxing and simply speaking with other women. 
Daniela got up and turned off the overhead lights so that the room was lit only by the fireplace, the Christmas tree, and the strings of lights that were wrapped around the loft.
“I’m going to grab some water.”  Kate slid gently out from underneath Buddy’s paw.  Do you need anything?”
“I’ll take one of your cookies,” Daniela requested.
“Sorry, they’re all gone,” Kate said from the kitchen.  “Do you want me to make some more for you?”
“No,” Daniela grinned.  Kate really was the sweetest person she’d ever met.
A minute later, Kate returned with two glasses of ice water.  “I brought you one just in case you change your mind.”
“Thank you,” Daniela took the glass from her.
“Hallelujah,” by Pentatonix came through the speakers and Daniela held up her hand. 
“Shhhh…. This is my favorite song.”
Mine too.  Kate thought to herself.  She slowly looked around the room, trying to memorize the way everything looked.  A stone fireplace rose the entirety of the great room.  It gave a rustic and warm feeling to the room.  Boughs of holly were wrapped around the bannister and railing along the loft.  Every foot or so, red bows tied it in place.  Soft white LED lights were woven throughout the boughs.
A 16-foot Christmas tree stood in the corner next to the fireplace.  It as well was decorated with soft white lights.  Kate wondered how they got it there.  Did Dixie and Betsy bring it on a plane?  Did they ship it? 
White reindeer sculptures adorned the mantle, and cranberry scented potpourri was scattered around their hooves.  On the coffee table in front of them, there sat a large glass container filled with shiny round ornaments. 
As Pentatonix raised their voices in the final chorus, Kate was filled with emotion.  It was radiating through her body like the warmth of the sun.  A single tear escaped and began to trace its way down her cheek.
Daniela noticed and reached out a finger to collect it. 
“Are you okay?” she asked softly.
“Yeah,” Kate nodded and looked up at the ceiling.  She did not want to ruin her make-up. 
She took a sip of her water and tried to explain.  “It’s just…” she had to pause as she fought back more tears.  “This is just so perfect.  This is absolutely the best Christmas I’ve ever had.”
Daniela squeezed her hand supportively.  “And it’s just started.  You’re only two nights in.”
“I don’t know if my heart can handle much more,” Kate turned her glassy green eyes to look directly at Daniela.  “Your family is just perfect.” 
“No, we're not,” Daniela shook her head.  “We have our darkness; we just don’t talk about it.”
“Carl,” Kate whispered.
Daniela stiffened, and pulled her hand away.  Kate quickly, and wisely chose to change the subject.
“Tell me about Reed,” Kate’s voice was soft and warm.  It had a calming tone to it.
Daniela considered for a minute just throwing in the towel and going to bed.  But she knew what Kate was doing.  Daniela had a lot of mental work to do with Reed, and Kate was gently guiding her through it.
“Reed,” Daniela rubbed her forehead.  “Well, she is based on an actual historical figure named Mary Read.”
“Really?” Kate did not know that.  She didn’t know there were real female pirates.
“She’s quite fascinating actually.  Her mother raised her as a boy.  Dressed her in boys clothing, chopped off all of her hair,” Daniela began Kate’s education.
“Why?” Kate was genuinely intrigued.
“It’s saucy,” Daniela warned.  She took a drink of the water, and then continued.  “Her mom was married to a guy who worked on the ships.  A sailor.  They’d been married for a bit and had a newborn son.  But then he left for a trip.  While he was gone, she hooked up with a guy from town and got pregnant.  The tragedy is that their son died, and her husband’s ship sank.  She was not only heartbroken, but she was flat broke and had no way to support herself.  She not only hid her son’s death, but she also hid her new pregnancy.  When she had Mary, she simply passed him off as the son that had died.”
“Gross,” Kate put her feet on the coffee table and got comfortable.  Buddy snuggled his head into her side.
Daniela moved to get cozy as well, and without really thinking about it, draped her legs across Kate’s lap.  By nature, Daniela was a cuddly person.
In an entirely subconscious reaction, in turn, Kate rested her hands on Daniela’s shins.
“She needed money,” Daniela explained.  “By passing Mary off as her son, she was able to collect an inheritance from her dead husband’s family.”
“Did she play along with all of this willingly?” Kate asked.
“I think so,” Daniela answered.  “It didn’t seem to bother her.  When Mary was older, she continued to dress as a guy so that she could join the British military.”
“I guess they didn’t do an in-depth physical back then,” Kate grinned.
Daniela let out a single laugh.  “Yeah, that wouldn’t pass now days.”
“How did she become a pirate?” Kate wanted the rest of the story.
“She was working on a ship that was taken by pirates.  Voluntarily, Mary joined them.  Later she joined Calico Jack’s pirate ship,” Daniela explained.
“Reed.  You should refer to her by the character’s name, and not call her Mary,” Kate suggested.
“Actually, I should refer to her in first person.  I should tell it like it’s my story,” Daniela realized.
Kate listened intently.  Daniela was an expert.  She had years of successful experience.  Kate realized that if she paid close enough attention, this could be like a master class in acting.
“Tell me more,” Kate begged.
“Not tonight,” Daniela said.  “I want to learn more about you.”  She took another drink of the ice-cold water.  “You intrigue me.”
Kate was shocked.  “How so?”
“Kind confidence,” Daniela stated.  “You are nearly always smiling.  You have a kindness that radiates.  Yet, it does not come off as weakness.  Instead, it’s confidence entirely free from ego.”
“I’m just being me,” Kate lied. 
“It’s not something I see often in Hollywood,” Daniela explained.  “I’ve never met an actress like you.”
“I’m not sure Hollywood is my kind of town.”  Kate took a drink of the cold water and then licked her lips.  “I haven’t had my break yet.”
“It’s coming,” Daniela encouraged her.  “Wyatt says you’re really talented.”
“He’s a good guy,” Kate smiled.
“Do you love him?” Daniela asked.
“I think so,” Kate replied.  “Do you love Cody?”
Daniela stiffened.  “I don’t talk about Cody.  With anyone.  Ever.”
“Why not?” Kate asked.  Now that Daniela mentioned it, Kate realized she’d never read an interview about them.
“Because of the campaign.  Anything I say could be twisted and used against him, and so I’ve made a habit of never speaking about our relationship.  Not even to family.”  Daniela paused and looked at her.  “Not even to a sweet farm girl from La Conner.”
“I can respect that,” Kate agreed.  “It will be hard, because I am nosey, but I’ll try to keep that in check.”
“Tell me why you won’t sleep with Wyatt,” Daniela redirected the heat onto Kate.
“Oh my gosh,” Kate pushed Daniela’s legs off of her and sat up.  “He told you that?”
“Come on,” Daniela said.  “We’re more than cousins, we’re best friends.”
Kate was fuming.  Why did he have to complicate things?  “I’m going to bed,” she announced and got up from the couch.
“Wait, Kate,” Daniela got up to follow her.  “I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“Yeah,” Kate said.  Without another word, she turned and walked down the hall.
Daniela mumbled an expletive and sat back down.  Maybe she would just sleep on the couch tonight. 
◆◆◆
 
The sound of Otis at work in the kitchen woke Daniela.  She walked into the kitchen and went to the refrigerator to grab some juice.
“Rough night?” Otis said as he cut fresh fruit.
Daniela walked over and wrapped her arms around her father.  “I said something foolish and offended Wyatt’s girlfriend.”
“That’s a bummer,” Otis said.  He’d spent his life surrounded by strong women and had developed a system for dealing with them.  First, he would show empathy.  Then, rather than offering advice or trying to solve the problem, he would ask questions that would guide them to their own resolution.
“What should I do dad?” Daniela asked.
“What do you think you should do?” Otis followed his plan carefully.
Daniela began helping him load the fruit onto an ornate glass platter.  “I don’t want to apologize.”
“Why not?” Otis asked.
“It gives up power.  I don’t like to look weak, especially to someone I hardly know,” Daniela sulked.
“Do you ever want to give up power?” Otis asked.
“No,” Daniela shook her head.  “Of course not.”
Straying ever so slightly from his line of questioning, Otis stated, “Apologizing is not a sign of weakness honey.  It’s a sign of strength.  How it’s perceived by others is not your problem.  But it’s an absolute truth that having the guts to deliver an honest apology is an act of courage and strength.”
“It’s hard on my pride,” Daniela whined.
“What do you think you should do?” Otis returned to his original question.
“It would make me feel vulnerable,” Daniela was still not ready.
“What’s more important to you?  You don’t like feeling bad about offending Kate and you don’t like feeling vulnerable.  What’s more important?” Otis gently led her toward doing the right thing.
“It’s lose-lose,” Daniela shrugged her shoulders.
“You never lose, honey.  Not you.  You’re a winner,” Otis proudly declared.
“Thanks Dad,” Daniela said as she left the kitchen.
She walked down the hall to the bedroom she shared with Kate.  Daniela had too much on her mind to spend the day dwelling on last night’s mistake.  Time to rip off the band aid.  When she opened the door to the bedroom, she heard the sound of water running in the shower.  Without knocking, she let herself in to the bathroom.
“Kate,” Daniela spoke into the clouds of billowing steam.
Again!  Kate spun her back to the shower curtain and instinctively raised an arm to cover herself.
“Kate, I’m sorry.”  Daniela felt emboldened by the fact that she couldn’t see Kate’s face.  Now was definitely the time to apologize.
“I was rude, insensitive, and so out of line,” Daniela continued.
Kate shook her head in disbelief. 
“Look, I’ve really come to enjoy your friendship over the last few days, and I hate that I screwed it up.  Can we be cool again?  I’ll never bring it up again.  I’ll try to be more sensitive.”  Daniela was really getting into this apology thing.
After a moment of silence, Kate turned around and poked her head through the curtain.  She offered Daniela only one word.  “Coffee.”
“Right,” Daniela said.  “I’ll be right back.” 
If bringing Kate a cup of coffee equated to penance, she’d gladly pay it.  She just wanted to have fun for the last few days they had in Michigan.  And Kate was definitely part of that.




CHAPTER FOUR

“The Caribbean of the Midwest,” Wyatt tried to explain Torch Lake to Kate.  “The waters are light turquoise, but they are also unbelievably clear.”
“You know those pictures that you see online of boats resting on the water but look like they are actually floating in the air?  It’s like that,” Carl added.
“Basically, the water is so clear, that you can see to the bottom, so you can see the shadow of the boat.  That’s what makes it look like it’s floating in air,” Wyatt continued.
“She’s not stupid,” Daniela jumped into the conversation.
“Well how would you describe it?” Wyatt asked.
“Heaven on earth,” Daniela replied.  “Also, it has a sandbar so huge that one time 10,000 people were on it.”
“You’ll see,” Carl said.  “We’re almost there.”
“We will make it back in time for dinner, right?” Kate asked.
Every morning, Dixie wrote the day’s itinerary on a chalkboard.  It detailed the meals Otis was cooking, and what Christmas activities they would be doing.  Tonight, after dinner they were making a Christmas craft, having a hot cocoa bar, and playing Christmas trivia.  Kate did not want to miss a minute of it.
“Without a doubt,” Wyatt assured her.  “Aunt Dixie would kill us if we got back late.”
They parked their car and walked over to the boat rental building.  When Kate finally caught a good view of the lake, she stopped dead in her tracks.  It was breathtaking.  Just like they’d said.  She couldn’t wait to get in the water.
“We rented a speedboat, wake board and a tube,” Carl proudly announced as he emerged from the shack.
“I’ve never ridden on a wake board or a tube,” Kate’s eyes widened. 
“You’ll love it,” Daniela hooked her arm through Kate’s and followed the guys to the boat.
Wyatt reached out a hand to help them step over the side and into the watercraft.  “You brought your sunscreen, right?”
Kate nodded and patted her bag. 
“I’ll help you put it on,” Wyatt offered.  Wyatt, Carl, and Daniela were all blessed with fairly dark complexions.  Sunburn was something they’d rarely had to worry about.  Nonetheless, he was concerned for Kate.
Once in the boat, Daniela stretched out in the front, Carl took the wheel, and Kate and Wyatt took the back of the boat.  Before they threw the toys in the water, they took a nautical tour of the coastline of the lake.
“That’s Kid Rock’s mansion,” Carl pointed to a house on a hill.
Wyatt leaned over and whispered to Kate, “Maybe.  There’s no real proof.  It could be rumors.”
As they came upon an even larger home, Carl proclaimed that it once belonged to the filmmaker Michael Moore.
After viewing some of the more beautiful houses on the lake’s shore, Carl steered the boat onto a 2-mile-long sandbar.  They got out of the boat and stood in water that barely came to their knees.
“Check it out,” Carl pointed.  “They’re playing beer pong with buckets and basketballs.”
A black lab, chasing a frisbee, splashed past them and Kate waded over to greet the dog.
The sandbar had a serious party vibe.  There was a competitive game of dodgeball going on in the middle of a crowd.  People everywhere were dancing as club music pumped from speakers.  One partier had a bunch of electric mixers lined up on the back of his boat and was serving frozen drinks. Scattered throughout the crowd, was an abundance of oversized pool floaties. A guy with a Millennium Falcon tube around his waist came to collect the dog.
“Do I know you?” he asked Carl.
Daniela tipped her head to the side in annoyance and immediately turned back to the boat.
“Nah brah,” Carl patted him on the shoulder.
“We’ve gotta go,” Wyatt spoke firmly and did his best to hide under the brim of his baseball cap.
The four of them quickly piled back into the boat and steered away from the sandbar.
“I assume that happens a lot?” Kate asked.
“Yeah,” Wyatt grumbled.  “It’s especially bad when all three of us are together.  If too many people recognized us, then we’d never get a moment alone out here.  We’d spend all day answering questions and signing autographs.”
“Boobs, Wyatt.  Did you see those bikini’s?  We’d be signing boobs,” Carl flexed his chest muscles.
Daniela locked eyes with Kate and then rolled her eyes and looked away.
“It’s kind of a bummer you can’t just enjoy the sand bar like everyone else,” Kate observed.
“We can’t really complain,” Wyatt explained.  “We’re living the dream.  This is part of the package.”
Daniela came to the back of the boat and sat by Kate.  “Normally, we will drop everything for our fans, but this week is sacred.  We try to keep a low profile at Christmas.”
Kate leaned back and looked at Daniela.  She couldn’t keep her eyes off her.  Daniela was wearing a simple white bikini that made her tan look even darker.  Tiny straps highlighted Daniela’s extremely muscular torso.  Small veins creeped just above her bikini line, and traced their way north to the rock-solid muscles of her stomach.
“You have flawless abs,” Kate pointed out.
Daniela smiled and slapped her stomach.  “I work hard for these.”  Then she reached over and squeezed Kate’s bicep.  “And you my friend, have really strong arms.”  She raised her chin and smiled at Kate.
“Hey Vanity Fair,” Carl yelled back to them.  “Are you two done yet?”
They hadn’t realized he’d brought the boat to a stop and Wyatt was putting a tube in the water.
“Who's first?” Carl asked.
“I’ll go with Kate since it’s her first time,” Wyatt jumped in and swam toward the tube.
Kate gave Daniela one last look and then dove into the water.
“Cold!” Kate screamed.  She wasn’t prepared for the icy water.  “Come on now, what is with this state?  It’s July!”
“It’s a glacial lake,” Wyatt explained as he helped her climb onto the tube. 
Kate shook her head.  “What does that even mean?”
Wyatt climbed on behind her.  “It was carved by retreating glaciers.  Which means it is really deep.  It’s the deepest inland lake in Michigan.  Because of that, it takes a long time to warm up.”
“Ready?” Carl asked.
“Not yet,” Wyatt yelled back.
He wrapped his arms around Kate and guided her hands onto handles near the front of the tube.  “Here, hang on to these and squeeze tightly with your legs.  Carl will try to throw us off.  It’s kind of like bull riding.”
Suddenly, Kate felt paralyzing fear.
“Ready!” Wyatt yelled.
“Not ready!” Kate protested, but it was too late.  Carl took off, jerking them into line behind him. 
At first, he took it slow, letting them get a feel for the tube and the lake.  Then he began speeding up and making sharp turns.
“Carl!” Daniela chastised him.  “It’s her first time.  Take it easy.”
“Shut up!” he growled and pushed harder on the throttle. 
As he steered into a tight turn, the tube carrying Kate and Wyatt jumped a wave and the two of them went flying off of the tube.  Painfully they came crashing down on the water.  Daniela stood up, overcome with worry.  She was not about lose her new friend.  Especially at the hands of careless Carl.  He’d already taken enough from her.
He pulled the boat around to pick them up, and before they even came to a stop, Daniela dove over the side and swam up to Kate.
“Are you okay?” Daniela asked as she hooked an arm around Kate’s thin waist.
Kate’s smile told it all.  “That’s so much fun!”
“Do you want to go again?” Wyatt asked.
“Yes, please!”
Daniela, frustrated with Carl, but convinced that Kate was unharmed, swam back to the boat.  She was not going to take a turn on the tube.  Carl would probably look at it as on opportunity to kill her.
Instead she sat in the back of the boat and kept a watchful eye over Wyatt and Kate.
For a good hour, Carl flung the two of them across the lake.  Finally, they got a break when Wyatt and Carl decided it was time to wakeboard.
“Are you tired?” Daniela asked as she sat down behind the wheel.
“My arms feel like jelly,” Kate moaned and gave a shoulder wiggle that sent her arms flopping.
“Disgusting.  You girls are so weak,” Carl said as he fell over the side with the wakeboard.
“Quit talking, you absolute oxygen thief,” Daniela yelled back at him.  She began to wonder if Carl was trying to push her over the edge.  Does he want her to tell everyone the truth of what happened that night?  He’d go to jail for sure.  It would ruin his career.  Maybe that fear was too much for him.  Or it could be that guilt was consuming him.  In what way would justice best be served?  To have the truth torture him for the rest of his life?  Or to rot in jail?  Which punishment was worse?
“Hot.  You know how to drive this thing?” Kate brought her back into the present.
Daniela gave her a smirk.  “Have you seen any of my movies?”
In truth, not all of them.  But Kate did see one where she was driving a speedboat in London.  “I assumed that you used a stunt double.”
“I do have a really good double.  Her name is Sam.  But no, I always do my own boat work,” Daniela got the signal from Carl and pushed on the throttle.
Carl was an excellent wake boarder.  Not only could he hold on as Daniela sped him across the lake, but he also did some fantastic tricks.  He would steer into the waves and then flip and spin as he flew through the air.
With the wind rushing past them, it was impossible to talk, so Kate chose to spread out on the front of the boat and enjoy the sun.  Knowing that she was directly in Daniela’s line of vision, Kate sucked in her stomach tightly as she laid down. 
The motion of the boat rocked Kate to sleep.  Daniela noticed this, and drove the boat a little less aggressively than she would have otherwise.
For hours, the boat carved its way through the crystal blue waters.  It was a perfect day.  No wind, no clouds.  Nothing but the sun to warm their skin.
When it was time to go, Wyatt snuck up to the front of the boat.  Then without warning, he scooped up Kate and threw her into the lake.
“Wyatt!” Daniela slapped his arm.  “She was sleeping!”
“I know,” Wyatt laughed.
Daniela ran to the end of the boat and offered Kate a hand to help her climb back in the boat.  She knew that Kate wakes up grumpy and this was not going to work out well.
Kate climbed aboard and made a beeline for Wyatt.  “Jerk,” she mumbled and gave him a shove.
“I was just trying to be funny,” Wyatt laughed.
“I thought it was funny, brah,” Carl always had his back.
“We need to leave if we’re going to make it back in time for dinner,” Daniela spoke with authority.  She’d had her share of Carl and was more than ready to get away from him.
◆◆◆
 
Once out of the sun, and in the light of the house, it was evident that Kate was severely sunburnt.
“Ouch,” she hissed as she tried to gently wiggle out of her suit.
“That’s really bad,” Daniela noted as she walked over to help.  Carefully she untied the straps on the back of Kate’s neck. 
Kate’s skin was bright red.  There was a sharply defined white line where the suit had covered her skin.  She looked like an Easter egg that was only dipped part way into the dye.
“I forgot to re-apply my sunscreen,” Kate moaned.
“You have to put it on more than once?” Daniela asked.  She rarely needed to use sunscreen, and never once reapplied it.
“On days like today, for sure,” Kate explained.  “Especially if I’m getting in and out of the water.”
“Too bad you rolled over half way through your nap,” Daniela pointed out.  “You’re as burnt in the back as you are in the front.”
Holding her bikini top tightly to her chest, Kate tried to look over her shoulder and see her back.  “Ugh, it’s bad.”
Daniela stepped in front of her, well into her personal space, and looked her directly in the eyes.  “What can I do for you?  What helps?”
Kate shook her head and pushed Daniela off to the side.  “Nothing, I’m an idiot.  I’m just going to take a shower, and get it over with.  This is seriously going to hurt.”
She was worried for her friend.  Daniela sat down in the chair by the windows and pulled out her phone to look up remedies for a sunburn.
◆◆◆
 
By the time Kate got out of the shower, Daniela had already driven to the corner drug store and back.  Once Kate was in a robe and putting on her make-up, Daniela walked into the bathroom and showed her everything she’d bought.
“Aloe with lidocaine.” Daniela announced it like she was introducing a bunny she’d just pulled from a magician’s hat.  “Ibuprofen, cooling packs, Gatorade, Vitamin E pills, tea bags, lip balm, and a Hershey bar.  Chocolate makes everything better.”
Kate, reached out a red hand and gently placed it on Daniela’s arm.  “You’re so sweet.  Also, I don’t know what half of this is for.”
“That’s okay, I do.  First though, drink the Gatorade.  Dehydration is a serious problem with sunburns,” Daniela explained.
Kate opened the bottle of ibuprofen and took two of them with the Gatorade.  “I hate sugary drinks,” she whined.
“It has electrolytes,” Daniela explained.
“Do you mind rubbing the aloe on my back?” Kate held out the bottle and asked.  “There’s no way I can reach it.”
“I don’t want to hurt you,” Daniela looked worried.
“Please?” Kate pleaded.
Daniela rubbed her forehead and paced nervously, “Yeah, okay.  I will.”  She really hated this.
Kate held her breath and bit down on the edge of the Gatorade bottle.  She turned her back to Daniela and dropped the robe to her waist. 
As Daniela gently applied the aloe, she could feel Kate’s muscles tighten and flex.  She was bracing against the pain.  Daniela applied a large dab of the green gel, and then lightly spread it so that she was applying as little pressure as possible.
“Do you have anything soft to wear?” Daniela asked.
“A lot of my stuff is scratchy cotton or jeans.  I do have a tee-shirt that would work,” Kate was not loving life at the moment.
“You can wear my joggers if you want.  They are crazy soft,” Daniela offered.
“I can’t wear those to dinner.  Dixie and Betsy will kill me.”  Kate shook her head.
“No, they won’t,” Daniela assured her.  “I’ll talk to them.  But first, I need to wash off the lake.”
Kate gathered up her stuff and left the bathroom to Daniela.  Back in the bedroom, Kate sat down on the edge of the bed and began to cry.  It hurt like hell to have Daniela put that aloe on her.  Now her body was giving her a confused combination of sweltering burn and cooling gel.  It hurt so bad.
Not wanting to mess up her make-up, she talked herself into toughing it out, and stopped crying.  She was completely unable to put on a bra, but she did manage to slip into her black tee shirt.  Then she grabbed Daniela’s sweats out of her bag, and slid them on.  She paused for a moment when she noticed the script.  More than anything, she wanted to read it so she picked it up and walked over to the chair.
Moments later, Daniela emerged from the bathroom dressed in dark blue jeans and a white long sleeve button up.  “Really?” she raised her eyebrows at Kate.  She’s reading my script again?
“It’s distracting me from the pain,” Kate gave her a pitiful look.
“Fine, but don’t make me make you sign a non-disclosure agreement,” Daniela teased.
“You know that won’t be an issue,” Kate waved her off and looked back at the script.
Daniela finished drying her hair and then went to give Dixie and Betsy a heads up about Kate’s condition.
They immediately dropped what they were doing and went to check on Kate.
“Honey,” Dixie walked over to the chair.  “Dani said you were burnt.”
“Oh, my heavens,” Betsy knelt on the other side of the chair.  “Child, you are bright red.  Here, drink some moonshine, it will help with the pain.”
Daniela nearly knocked the jar out of her hand.  “No!  She needs to hydrate.  Not dehydrate.”
“Well then, take this, it’ll help,” Dixie reached into her apron and produced a small white pill.  Before Kate could protest, Dixie put her thumb on Kate’s chin, popping her mouth open.  Then she tossed it at the back of Kate’s throat.
Kate coughed a little and before she could say anything Dixie had the bottle of Gatorade up to her mouth.
“Mama!” Daniela protested.
“Just like pillin’ a cat,” Dixie proudly exclaimed.
“You were always good at that,” Betsy high fived her.
“What did you give me?” Kate was stunned.
“Oh, just a prescription pain pill,” Betsy waved her off.  “Here let me have one,” Betsy said as she reached into Dixie’s apron.
“Do you want one too?” Dixie looked up at Daniela.
“No,” Daniela was adamant. 
“Ok, now honey.  In a few minutes you won’t feel a thing,” Betsy explained.  “Until then, we craft!”
The two of them each grabbed a hand, and pulled Kate from the chair.  Daniela noticed that she winced in pain.
“I’m not wearing a bra,” she mouthed as they pulled her past Daniela.
“It’s okay,” Daniela tried to reassure her.  “You can’t tell.”
“I can tell!” Kate shot back.
On the table in the kitchen was a pile of stockings littered with Mason jars filled with various decorations.  The jars held buttons, letters, jingle bells, pins and ribbons. 
“What is this?” Wyatt asked.  “Make your own stocking?”
“Oh, bless his heart!  He’s so smart,” Dixie sang condescendingly. 
As they sat down, Kate noticed that Hootie & the Blowfish’s version of “The Christmas Song” came on. 
“Who picks the music?” Kate asked.
“Otis,” Dixie answered.  “He needs to throw a little country in the mix.  Country is God's music.”
“I think it’s perfect,” Kate smiled at Otis. 
“Thank you,” he replied.  He was busy baking loaves of fluffy white bread.  The smell was driving everyone crazy.  They kept trying to sneak some of the bread, but Otis continually chased them off.
“I’m going to take this by the lake and shoot some holes through it.  That’s how I’m going to decorate my stocking,” Carl announced. 
No one acknowledged his statement.  They just went about getting their own supplies lined up.
Daniela picked up one of the white stockings.  It perfectly matched a sweater she planned to wear the next day.  Then she fished out some green holly leaf buttons and small round red ones as well.
Wyatt chose a black stocking and found some football buttons.
Kate picked a grey stocking and gathered up some wooden buttons that still had the bark on them.  They looked like they were sliced from a tree branch and then someone drilled little holes in the middle.
The effects of the drug were starting to show.  As they began sewing the decorations onto their stockings, Kate leaned over and quietly whispered in Wyatt’s ear, “look at my boobs.”
“Gladly,” he replied.
“Can you tell I’m not wearing a bra?” Kate whispered.
“You’re not wearing a bra?” Wyatt thankfully kept his voice low.
Kate rolled her eyes and looked at Daniela.
“You really can’t tell,” Daniela whispered.
She barely had enough time to finish the stocking before the medicine really began to kick in.  She excused herself and went to the room to lay down.  Betsy was right.  She didn’t feel a thing.  What sunburn?
◆◆◆
 
“You better marry that girl,” Otis said as Carl and Wyatt stood at the sink rinsing dishes.
“Uncle Otis, we’ve only been dating for six months,” Wyatt reminded him.
“Doesn’t matter, I know a keeper when I see one,” Otis declared.
“Do you want me to check on her?” Daniela offered.
“Yeah, can you?” 
“Take her a plate of food in case she gets hungry,” Otis quickly put together a plate with bread, potatoes, corn and ham.
Daniela snuck a slice of the bread as she walked down the hall.  The whole family loves his bread.
Daniela entered the bedroom and put the plate on the nightstand with a fresh bottle of Gatorade.  Kate stirred when Daniela sat down on the edge of the bed.
“How are you feeling?” Daniela asked.  Her voice was gentle and full of concern.
Kate squinted at the windows.  “How long have I been asleep?”  The sun had already set.
“A few hours,” Daniela replied.  “You missed dinner, but Dad made you a plate.”
Slowly, being very careful of her burnt skin, Kate sat up and reached for the plate.
“I’m going to put some cold compresses on your burns,” Daniela said as she slowly peeled back Kate’s blankets.
“Oh my gosh this bread is so good,” Kate mumbled, mouth half full.
“Tell me about it,” Daniela laughed.  “We went through three full loaves at dinner.  That’s more carbs than were consumed in all of L.A. today.”
Daniela stepped out of the room for a moment and then returned with the frozen packs of gel.
As she placed the first one on her thigh, Kate shivered.
“Too cold?” Daniela asked.
“No,” Kate said between bites.  “Just a shock.  I’m sure the fire from my legs will melt that real quick.”
With a quick knock, Wyatt entered the room.  “How are you feeling baby?” He asked as he bent down for a kiss.
Kate smiled and gave him a quick peck.  “Better.  This food is amazing.”
“I don’t think the pain meds have worn off yet,” Daniela looked up at Wyatt.
“I like the stocking you made,” Wyatt said as he sat on the edge of the bed.  He carefully held Kate’s hand and took notice of the small blisters that were forming on her forearms. 
“I finished it?” Kate asked.  “I remember starting it, but not finishing it.”
“Yep, you finished it and then went straight to bed,” Wyatt explained.  “You were so tired.”
“I’m still tired,” Kate said as she returned her plate to the nightstand.  “I think I’ll go back to sleep.”
Wyatt kissed her on the forehead and got up.  “Text me if you wake up and need anything.”
Kate nodded as she slid back down into the bed. 
“I’m going to stay here with you, so I can take these off in a few minutes,” Daniela informed her.
“Talk to me,” Kate whispered as she reached out to hold Daniela’s hand.
Before she could think of anything to say, Kate was fast asleep.  The medicine clearly still had a hold on her.  Daniela was glad for that.  From what she’d researched online, the pain was only going to get worse before it got better.  And the blisters.  That was concerning.  This burn was really bad.
After a few minutes passed, Daniela slowly began collecting the cold compresses.  Once she had them all, she pulled out the aloe and gently applied a thin layer to Kate’s skin.  This time she noticed that Kate’s muscles were not flexed, but relaxed.  Her skin however was still hot to the touch.  Blondes really can’t handle their sun, can they?
Once she was done coating Kate’s skin with aloe, she gently pulled the covers back over her.  “Wyatt, you sure picked a gorgeous one, didn’t you?” Daniela whispered to herself.  She thought she caught a glimpse of a smile on Kate’s lips. 
◆◆◆
 
Shortly after midnight, Daniela woke to the sound of Kate vomiting in the bathroom.  She quickly pulled on a robe and went to her.
“Kate?” Daniela said as she flipped on the light.
Bent over the toilet, Kate was looking miserable.  She immediately began heaving again. 
Daniela knelt and began gathering Kate’s blonde strands.  She took a hair tie off her wrist and pulled Kate’s hair into a messy pony tail.
“Aw, hon,” Daniela said as she gently rubbed Kate’s back.  Then she remembered the sunburn and decided it might be better if she didn’t touch her.
Kate heaved again and Daniela got up to get a wet washcloth.
“I feel miserable,” Kate attempted to sit up.
“Here,” Daniela handed her the cold washcloth.
“I think I have sun poisoning,” Kate sobbed.
“Do you need a doctor?” Daniela slid to the floor next to her.
Kate carefully washed tears from her face.  “No.  A doctor would tell us to do exactly what we are doing.”
“How about another one of Mama’s pills?” Daniela offered. 
“Right now, I’d do anything to get some relief,” Kate admitted.
Daniela helped her up and practically carried her to bed.
“Oh, guess what?  Now I can tell you aren’t wearing a bra,” Daniela teased.
“Shut up,” Kate managed a smile.
Kate settled in to her bed, and moments later Daniela returned with another pain pill and a bowl full of cold wet tea bags.
“What are those for?” Kate asked as she swallowed the pill.
Daniela pulled a bag from the bowl and placed it on her leg.  “The cool leaves, and the tannin in the tea create a soothing affect.”
“That feels nice,” Kate said and leaned back into her pillows.
“I boiled them earlier and then placed them in the fridge to cool down,” Daniela explained. 
She continued to gently place them all over Kate’s legs and arms.  Then she lined them up across Kate’s chest where the v-neck tee shirt left an opening.  Lastly, she placed the bags on Kate’s face.  By this time, Kate was almost asleep.

“I’m going to put some on your stomach,” Daniela quietly warned her as she gently pulled up the shirt revealing bright red skin.

As she lined the tea bags into neat little rows, Daniela bent over and softly kissed Kate’s belly.  It was too cute, and too perfect.  She couldn’t help herself.

Kate noticed.  She reached down and lightly placed a hand on Daniela’s head.  

Emboldened, Daniela kissed it again. 

At that, Kate hiccupped twice and then fell back asleep.

After ten minutes, Daniela removed the tea bags and threw them away.  Then she set up an oil diffuser on the nightstand and filled it with water and peppermint oil to help with nausea. 

After all of this, Daniela was wide awake, so she gathered up the script and sat in the chair.  Time to become Reed.





CHAPTER FIVE

Kate slept well into the afternoon.  By the time she finally woke up, she was feeling much better.  Showering was still painful, but after the night she’d had, it was a necessity.  After a quick inspection, she noticed that her back was covered in small pea sized blisters. 
When Kate emerged from her room, she found Otis, Betsy, Daniela, and Dixie all relaxing on the back porch.
“Good morning, child,” Dixie got up and greeted her.  “Let me know if you need another pill.”
Kate shook her head, “Thanks, but no.  I’m feeling much better today.”
“No more pain?” Daniela asked.  She clearly did not understand sunburns.
“Not as bad,” Kate replied.  “What did I miss?”
“Christmas charades.  Carl made an absolute fool of himself last night,” Betsy exclaimed.
“I didn’t check the chalkboard.  What’s on the docket for today?” Kate asked.
Dixie smiled.  She was glad someone actually read her board.  “Well, it’s our Christmas Eve, so after dinner we’ll watch White Christmas.  It’s a family tradition.”
“And I’m serving a turkey dinner,” Otis added.
“Speaking of,” Dixie looked at her husband, “You need to get that in the oven.”
“Bossy,” Otis huffed and then left for the kitchen.
“He’s been busier than a cat coverin’ crap on a marble floor,” Betsy explained.
“We’re going shopping. Do you girls want to join us?” Dixie clicked her nails in their direction.
Daniela looked at Kate.  Right away, she could tell that Kate didn’t appear interested.  “No, mama, we’re going to stay here, in the shade.”
“Suit yourself,” Betsy replied.  Then she patted Kate on the head and said, “See ya later, Red.”
Wyatt held the door open as the ladies walked through, and then he came over to kiss Kate.  “Carl and I are taking the pontoon out on the lake to fish.  Do either of you want to join us?”
“Sorry Wyatt,” Kate rubbed his beard.  “I’m staying away from the sun for the rest of this trip.”
Daniela leaned back and put her feet up on the railing.  “I’ve got her Wyatt.  I’ll stick around and keep her company.”
“No, you’ve already done so much,” Wyatt protested.
“Listen,” Daniela lowered her sunglasses and looked him in the eyes.  “I was going to ask her to read with me.  I need to practice.”
Kate stared at her in complete shock.
“Good idea.  I would’ve recommended that earlier, but we all know how private you can be when you are working on a script,” Wyatt said.
“It’s hard to work out the details in front of another person.  I really don’t know my character yet,” Daniela explained.  “But what can I say?  I trust her.”  Daniela stopped and looked directly at Kate.  “I trust you.”
Her heart was racing and she could hear the pulse pounding in her ears.  Instantly she became a ball of nerves and excitement.  Kate wasn’t much of a fan girl, but she could recognize that Daniela was the best in their field.  An absolute genius.  The thought of working with her, even if it was only practice, nearly took her breath away.  Or possibly, that was due to the hiccups that started.
“Is that a yes?” Daniela stared at her.
“I can do that,” Kate calmly replied.  “But first, coffee.”
“Well then I’m off to fish.  I’ll see you guys in a few hours,” Wyatt said as he kissed Kate on the cheek. 
“Wyatt, your beard scratches my sunburn,” Kate protested.
“Have you put on any aloe today?” Daniela asked.
Kate shook her head.  She’d literally only showered and come out on the porch.  “Not yet, but I will.”
The two of them got up and walked into the kitchen.  Kate popped a cup in the Keurig and Daniela began making bagel sandwiches.
“Turkey or Ham?” Daniela asked.
“Neither,” Kate answered.  “I’ll just have cream cheese.”
“Okay, here we go,” Daniela popped a bagel in the toaster.  “So, you will be playing Anne, obviously,” she began setting the stage.
“Tell me everything I need to know,” Kate became incredibly serious and professional.
“The first scene we will work on is the one where the two of them meet.  Anne is married to Calico Jack, and she is on the deck when he attacks Reed’s ship,” Daniela explained.
Kate’s coffee was ready, so she pulled out her mug and reached for the Splenda.  “Anne is clearly not afraid of danger, if she’s present for all of this.”
“Oh, she is incredibly brave.  There are reports of her fighting alongside her men.”  Daniela pulled a bagel from the toaster and began to spread cream cheese on it.
“Thank you,” Kate said as she took the bagel.
“We first meet when Jack’s men bring Reed onto your ship,” Daniela began setting the stage.
Kate raised her green eyes to Daniela’s and focused intently.
“Captain Jack discovers there was a mutiny on Reed’s ship, so he rightfully assumes that he can recruit some of our sailors.”  Daniela pulled a second bagel out of the toaster before continuing.  “We barely speak at all in that first scene.  I don’t want the men on Jack’s ship to know that I am actually a woman, so I try not to talk.”
Kate cocked her head to the side as she listened.  It struck her as odd how Daniela was switching back and forth between speaking of Reed as herself and speaking of Reed as a character in the story.  Was this part of her process as she slipped into character?
“Captain Jack gathers the captured men on the deck of his ship.  He tells them that they can join his crew or walk the plank.  Some of the men readily accept his offer of employment.  Others consider swimming to their freedom.  Reed’s silence, however, catches the attention of Jack.  Both Anne and Jack walk over to Reed.  This entire time, Reed keeps her gaze focused on Anne, boldly looking her in the eyes.  Then, Jack asks Reed if she intends to pledge allegiance or lose her life.  In response, Reed takes a knee and bows before Anne.”
“Sexy,” Kate murmured.
“If done right,” Daniela pointed out. 
“How does Anne respond?”  Kate asked.
“She takes the tip of her sword and places it against Reed’s throat.  For a moment, she holds it tightly against Reed’s neck, piercing the skin ever so slightly.  Then she moves it under Reed’s chin to raise her face so that their eyes meet again.”
Kate swallowed a bite of her bagel and it got caught.  Then came the hiccups again.
Daniela, completely in the zone, was oblivious to the noises coming from her companion.   Slipping back into first person, she continues.  “At this point, you say ‘Rise’.  I get back on my feet, and Jack gives both of us a look.  Jack is incredibly intelligent and through this interaction, he recognizes that I am a woman.  He knows that his wife likes to keep an occasional lady on the side, and he allows for these dalliances.”
“All right, let’s do this,” Kate said.  She opened a drawer by the sink and pulled out the largest knife she could find.  “This will do.”
“Well we can’t do this in the kitchen,” Daniela pointed out.  “It’s a work in progress.  I can’t have anyone see the pieces while I’m working it out.  I don’t want to be interrupted.”
“WE don’t want to be interrupted,” Kate corrected her and walked down the hall.
Daniela took a deep breath and stood up as straight as she could.  “Okay, then,” she said to herself and followed Kate.
As soon as she entered the room, Daniela began the instructions.  “Imagine that I’ve just been brought aboard the ship.”  She knelt down on the far side of her bed.  “I’m going to climb over the bed like I’m coming over the rail.” 
Kate stood there holding the makeshift sword.  She gently twisted the end of the knife into the ring finger of her left hand.  Intently, her eyes watched as Reed’s hand first appeared on the railing.  She lowered her head curiously and cocked it slightly to the left.
Reed crawled over the bed and stood in front of her.
“Right now, Jack is speaking,” Daniela explained.
Not once breaking character, Anne kept looking at Reed.  Her eyes traced all the way from her feet, to her head.  Then they locked eyes.
Anne raised an eyebrow and continued to stare Reed in the eyes. 
Then Reed dropped to one knee, and finally broke their connection as she bowed her head.
Anne placed the knife firmly against Reed’s throat.
Daniela’s breathing increased.  Kate was actually holding a sharp knife against her throat.  She fell back and rolled away.  “No, wait,” she said as she stood up.  “It’s not right.”
“I’m sorry,” Kate said and put the knife on her bed.
Daniela paced back and forth in front of the window.  “I need a drink,” she stated.
“You don’t drink.”
Daniela spun around and looked at her.
“What?” Kate said.  “I notice things.”
“Well, I need to right now,” Daniela said and left the room.
Damn, I thought that was good.  Kate went into the bathroom and looked in the mirror.  The red face staring back at her was a reminder that she needed to put on aloe.  If her skin dried up, it would be even more painful.
When Daniela returned, a jar of Betsy’s moonshine in hand, she found Kate in the bathroom trying to spread the aloe across her back.  The tension melted away and Daniela fell right back into a caretaker role.  “Let me help you,” she said as she picked up the bottle of green gel.
“It’s getting better,” Kate said.  “Still hurts like a mother, but it’s getting better.”
“Do you need to rest?” Daniela was concerned.
“No, I’m fine.  I just want to keep my skin moisturized,” Kate replied.  “It tightens as it dries out and then every movement feels like I’m pulling and stretching my skin.  It’s ridiculously painful.”
She turned around and let Daniela continue to rub the cooling gel across her body.  “At least I can wear a bra today,” Kate pointed out.
“That was really bothering you, wasn’t it?” Daniela asked.
“You have no idea.  And then you kept putting cold things on me,” Kate laughed.  “It wasn’t an ideal scenario.”
Daniela snickered, and Kate noticed that she was letting her guard down again.
“Tell me what you want me to do differently,” Kate's voice was quiet, yet firm. 
For some reason those words hit Daniela like a wrecking ball to the chest.  With that, Kate had all of Daniela’s attention.  None of the actors or actresses she’d worked with have ever said those words to her.  She put the bottle down.  “Nothing.  You were perfect.  Absolutely perfect.”
“What do you need?” Kate persisted.
“It’s not you, it’s me,” Daniela tried to explain.
Kate shook her head and turned away in annoyance.  I can’t believe she’s giving me this line.
Recognizing her poor choice in words, Daniela quickly tried to recover.  “No, I’m serious, I just freaked out over the knife thing.  It’s not every day someone holds a sharp knife to your throat.  I mean, if you wanted to, you could have killed me.”
Kate slid her hand around to the back of Daniela’s neck.  With a thumb resting on Daniela’s cheek, she moved her face so that they were looking directly at each other.  “You trust me,” Kate reminded her.
Daniela grit her teeth and then reached for the moonshine.  After a healthy chug, she nodded at Kate.  “Right, let’s do this then.”
Again, Reed crawled over the edge of the bed and stood before Anne.  Seconds later, she lowered herself to the floor on one knee.
Testing the limits, and pushing Daniela close to the edge, Kate held the knife to her throat for longer than she probably should have.  Then she brought the flat edge of the knife up to rest on the bottom of Reed’s chin.
Anne lifted her chin until they were once again looking at each other.  “Rise,” she commanded.
Reed stood to her feet and looked at Anne like she wanted to rip her clothes off.
For a few seconds, they held the scene and then Daniela stepped back.  “That was good,” she said with passion in her voice.  “Really good.”
“Let me at that moonshine,” Kate said as she walked into the bathroom for the jar.  She took a long drink and then scrunched up her face as she swallowed.  Betsy sure made a strong drink.
“I want to try something.  Can we do it again?” Kate asked.
“Sure,” Daniela answered uneasily.
“Okay,” Kate took another drink and walked back into the bedroom.
This time as Reed was kneeling before her, Anne placed the knife between her breasts instead of at her throat.  Slowly, Anne dragged the knife from Reed’s chest to the small divot at the bottom of Reed’s neck.  Anne paused there momentarily, then moved the knife to Reed’s chin.  “Rise,” came the command.
Reed got to her feet and stood obediently before her.
“I like it,” Daniela broke character.
“Do you?” Kate asked.
“Absolutely.  Anne is a bold one for sure.  And she knows from the minute that she sees Reed’s hand on the railing that Reed is a woman.  This movement of the sword lets Reed know that Anne sees through the disguise.  She knows Reed is a woman.”  Daniela was impressed with Kate.  It was a smart choice to play it that way.
Wyatt knocked on the door before entering.  “I’m back!”  He walked up to Kate and took the knife from her hand and looked suspiciously at the two of them.
“It makes sense in the scene,” Kate explained as she kissed Wyatt on the cheek. 
He really didn’t care one way or the other, he was just excited to share the news.  “I caught a fish!  I have no idea what kind of fish it is, but it’s big.”
“Nasty,” Daniela faked gagging.
“You’re drinking?” Wyatt said when he noticed the moonshine on her end table.
“I’m drinking,” Kate corrected him as she picked up the jar.  “I was feeling the effects of my sunburn and according to your mother, this concoction cures everything.”
“Did it help?” Wyatt asked.
“I felt numb,” Kate assured him.  “However, now I’m feeling a little worn out.  Is it cool with you guys if I take a nap?”
Daniela couldn’t help herself from switching to the caretaker role.  “Please do,” she replied.  “I’m going to get you some Gatorade and ibuprofen.  You need to stay hydrated.”  Daniela took the moonshine from her and handed it to Wyatt.
Wyatt kissed Kate’s hand and then followed Daniela down the hall.
Seconds later Daniela re-emerged.  She closed the door behind her as she came in.  She wasn’t surprised to see that Kate was already under the covers.
“You were really good,” she reassured Kate as she sat down.
“I’m glad you liked it,” Kate replied.  “If you want to do a different one later, I’m down.”
Daniela handed her the lip balm.  “Do you know that you burnt your lips?”
“It felt like that when I drank your aunt’s poison.  That stuff burns from the inside out,” Kate pointed out.
“Well get some rest, and then maybe after White Christmas we’ll run another scene,” Daniela leaned forward and kissed Kate on the forehead. 
Kate closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of Daniela’s perfume.
Once Daniela left the room, Kate rolled over on her side.  She wasn’t tired.  In fact, she did not even want a nap.  Instead she wanted a moment alone to replay the afternoon.  Every look, every touch.  She savored every second and tried to commit them to her memory.




CHAPTER SIX

Spending the day apart made Wyatt clingy.  As they sat around the table eating dinner, Kate had to repeatedly remind him to be mindful of her sunburn.
“I hear you read lines with Daniela this afternoon,” Otis said as he cut into a potato.
“I did,” Kate glanced across the table at Daniela.  She’d noticed that Daniela hadn’t looked at her once since they sat down.  It was strange.  They normally traded looks of annoyance at the things Carl and Wyatt talked about.
“Well, how was it, sweetie?” Betsy asked.
“Amazing,” Kate said without hesitation.  “She’s brilliant and I am in awe of her talent.”
For a quick second Daniela looked at her.
Taking full advantage of the opportunity, Kate rested her steak knife on her lips and winked at Daniela.
Daniela laughed silently, her chest heaving in a steady rhythm.  She grinned and shook her head.
She couldn’t stand the way Wyatt fawned over Kate.  He was such a strong confident man, but when he got around Kate, he turned into a wimpy love sick teenager.  It was too much.  She’d never seen him like this before.  She didn’t like it, and she just wished he’d stop.
“Do you like playing a pirate?” Dixie asked.
“She’s not really playing a pirate,” Carl interrupted.  “She’s playing a cartoon pirate.”
“There’s a difference between comics and cartoons,” Daniela kicked him under the table.
“Very much,” Kate spoke over the two of them.  “I very much liked being a pirate.”  She hoped that Daniela was serious about working on another scene.             
“I like pirates,” Otis said.  “Do you believe in reincarnation?”
“Oh, here we go,” Dixie said as she took a drink of wine.
“Not really,” Kate shook her head.  “Why?”
Otis proudly explained.  “My grandfather was the reincarnation of the famed pirate Blackbeard.”
Kate stopped mid chew and looked at Wyatt.  Is he serious?
“That makes me Blackbeard’s grandson,” Otis explained.
“Dad was extremely excited when I signed on for this show,” Daniela added.
“Just what does a pirate do in this modern world?” Kate inquired.  “You know, for work?”
“He worked for the post office,” Otis replied.  “Delivering mail.”
“Huh,” Kate said.  “Imagine that.”
“If you need any help getting into character, let me know,” Otis offered.
Kate nodded.  Noted.  She looked over at Wyatt and noticed he’d been drinking quite a bit of Besty’s moonshine.
After dinner, the group gathered in the living room to watch the movie.  Wyatt was sitting in the corner of the couch, and Kate was leaning in to him.  He had his arm around her and his feet up on the coffee table.  On the other side of her sat Carl.  The next couch over, in Kate’s line of sight, Daniela was lying on her back and facing the tv.  Otis, Dixie and Betsy sat on the other couch on the far side of Wyatt.
White Christmas was Dixie’s favorite movie, and she sang along with every song.  No one minded though.  Dixie’s pitch was perfect, and her vocals brought the film to life.
Twenty minutes in, Wyatt was snoring quietly.  Kate looked around and noticed that Otis and Besty were out too.  Carl was playing a game on his phone.  Then her eyes settled on Daniela.  She had a small journal in her lap and was writing furiously on its pages.
From this angle she could see Daniela, but Daniela couldn’t see her.  Kate took a moment to really look at her.  If I’m going to play another scene opposite Daniela, I want to be so comfortable looking at her.  She’s kind of hard to look at, she’s so beautiful.  How is that possible? 
“Hey do you have that lip balm?” Daniela sat up and turned to her.
“Yes.” Kate pulled it out of her pocket and tossed it across the room.
“Thanks,” Daniela easily caught it and laid back down.
Kate stared intently as Daniela raised the balm to her lips.  Crap. I think I’m crushing on Wyatt’s cousin.
Without looking, Daniela tossed it back to her.  Recreating the skills she so deftly showcased during the reindeer toss, Kate stretched out and caught the small ball of balm.  She immediately opened it and ran the balm across her lips as well.
The thought of stealing kisses from the lip balm consumed her thoughts through the next half hour of the movie. 
When the movie finished, the family said their good nights and everyone went to their rooms except for Wyatt and Kate.
“Let’s take a romantic walk in the moonlight,” Wyatt suggested.
“Whatever you want,” Kate wrapped her arm around his waist and cuddled close. 
The night was still warm, but a cool breeze came across the lake.  There were no clouds, and the moon was full, so they didn’t need flashlights to make their way to the sand.
“I like having you here,” Wyatt said as they walked along the beach.
“I like being here.  Your family is really cool.  And this Christmas in July thing?  I’ll never forget this week,” Kate mused.
“My family really likes you,” Wyatt stumbled over some beach wood.  He was evidently still feeling the effects of the moonshine.
“Does your uncle really think he’s a descendant of Blackbeard?” Kate asked.
“He does,” Wyatt replied.  “I’ve grown up hearing his stories, so it doesn’t seem weird to me anymore.  Of course, I know there’s no way it’s true.  I’m just used to hearing about it.”
They sat down on the sand and placed their toes in the edge of the water.
“I love you,” Wyatt said as he offered a sloppy kiss.
“Oh my gosh, Wyatt,” Kate pushed him back. 
Undeterred, Wyatt rolled over and pinned her to the ground.  “Come on Kate.”
Her shirt left her exposed on the back and shoulders, and in those areas, the sand gouged her sunburn.  She would have cried out, but instead she kicked into survival mode.
“Stop, it, Wyatt!  You’re drunk!” Kate tried to squirm out from under him.  Each movement forced the sand deeper into her skin.  She was reminded of Heidi calling him the fat brother.
“Don’t you want me?” he mumbled.
“Wyatt, look at me,” Kate grabbed his beard.  “This is not you.  This is not the kind of man you are.”
He sighed and sat back. “I’m sorry Kate,” Wyatt said as he ran his hands through his hair.
“You’re better than this,” Kate chastised him.  “Don’t ever touch me like that again.”
She got up and left him alone on the beach.  When she’d put some safe distance between them, she began to cry.  The sand was like sandpaper on her burns, and it seemed to have imbedded itself in her blisters.  She couldn’t figure out if she was crying from anger or crying from the pain.
Quietly, she let herself into the bedroom.  The first thing she did was lock the bedroom door.  Daniela was asleep, so she tried to move slowly so as to not wake her.  As Kate rounded the bed, she noticed a bottle of Gatorade on her nightstand, sitting next to one of Betsy’s magic white pills.  She’d never been so grateful in her whole life.  She quickly picked up the pill and downed it with the Gatorade.
Kate peeled off her clothes and headed for the shower.  For a moment she stood on the outside of the shower curtain, dreading going in.  This was going to hurt and she knew it.  But it needed to happen.  She stepped into the shower and let out a small cry.
It was just loud enough to wake Daniela, and as usual, she let herself into the bathroom.
“What’s wrong?” Daniela asked as she closed the bathroom door.
Kate tried to respond, but all she could do was cry.
Without removing her clothes, Daniela climbed into the shower with Kate.
She really doesn’t do privacy.  Kate was completely shocked at the invasion.
“Come here,” Daniela pulled her close in a hug.
Kate relaxed in her embrace and cried into Daniela’s shoulder.  At least pressed together, she felt less exposed.  Daniela couldn’t exactly look at her from this angle.
“What happened?” Daniela asked softly.
“Moonshine,” Kate sobbed.  “I drank too much and forgot I was sunburnt.  Then Wyatt and I were play wrestling in the sand, and now I have sand in my blisters.”  The pain was excruciating.
“He hurt you?” Daniela voice was tense and accusatory.
“No,” Kate shook her head spraying water all over them.  “It was my fault.  He was just playing.”
“Well let me see how bad this is,” Daniela turned her around. 
Sand was caked into the blisters that had been torn open.  “It’s bad, Kate,” Daniela said.
Kate cupped her hand over her mouth to muffle a sob.  This could not be worse.
“I can fix this,” Daniela assured her.  She handed Kate a shampoo bottle.  “Squeeze the bottle when it hurts.  It will help take the focus off of your back.”
Kate squeezed the bottle so hard that the cap popped off.
“I haven’t even started yet,” Daniela pointed out.  She picked up a more robust conditioner bottle and offered it to Kate instead. 
As Kate gripped the new bottle, Daniela lifted the shower head from the wall and turned the flow on to a gentle setting.  Then she slowly guided the water over Kate’s back.  Most of her back remained unharmed, but she’d been wearing an off the shoulder shirt that left her shoulders and upper back bare.  All of that skin was damaged by the sand. 
As she rinsed the sand from her wounds, Daniela noticed that Kate began to relax.
“Did you find the pill I left you?” Daniela asked.
“Yes,” Kate quietly answered.  “I already took it.  Thank you.”
“Do you want me to wash your hair?” Daniela asked.
“No,” Kate shook her head.  “I’ll get it in the morning.  I’m starting to feel the effects of the medicine.  I’m really tired.”
Daniela turned off the shower and stepped out on to the bathmat.  Fully drenched, she decided to peel off her clothes as well.
Kate looked away, making sure to give Daniela some privacy.  At least one of them understood what that meant.
With the towel, Kate dried off everywhere she could reach, but she left her back for Daniela. 
Once they were dry, Daniela led Kate to the bed.  She was fading quickly.  “Lay down,” Daniela directed her.  “On your stomach.”
“You like my stomach,” Kate pointed out with a giggle.  The medicine was making her giddy.
“I do,” Daniela replied warmly.  “I’ll be right back.  I’m going to grab some antiseptic spray.  I don’t want you to get an infection.”
Moments later, when Daniela sprayed the ointment on her back, Kate shivered and broke out in goose bumps.
“That’s so cold,” Kate complained.
“I’m sorry hon,” Daniela pulled a sheet up to the area on Kate’s back where the damage had been done.
“Lay next to me, I’m freezing and don’t think I could handle the weight of a blanket,” Kate begged.
“I’ll stay here until you fall asleep,” Daniela agreed.  She slid under the sheet and draped an arm across the part Kate’s back that was the least burnt.
Kate snuggled as close to her as she could.  At least one good thing came out of tonight, she thought to herself.
Daniela was afraid to move.  At first, she wanted to gently trace her fingers along Kate’s side.  She thought it would be comforting.  Soothing.  Then she considered the fact that it might come across as creepy.  Like she was coming on to Kate.  Kate was injured, and Daniela was not the type of woman to take advantage of someone.  Furthermore, Kate was Wyatt’s girlfriend.  Hard pass.
Before long, Kate’s breathing became steady, and Daniela realized she’d fallen asleep.  Carefully she removed her arm from Kate’s back and slid out of the bed.  She couldn’t wait to get pajamas on.  She felt so exposed, and could only imagine how uncomfortable Kate felt.  I hope this doesn’t make things weird between us.  Idiot!  I should have just left her crying in the shower.  No.  No.  She would never been able to clean her back on her own.  Of course, she’s going to feel uncomfortable when she wakes up.  I hope I didn’t cross lines and ruin the friendship.  Crap!  How do I fix this?
Daniela fell asleep beating herself up, but she woke in the morning to find Kate in her bed, resting her head on her chest.  Daniela was on her back with her arms folded under her head.  Kate was draped over her right side.  Her arm was wrapped tightly around Daniela’s waist.
When Daniela shifted her weight, Kate woke and lifted her head.
“Hi,” Daniela whispered.
“I was cold,” Kate explained.  “And you’re like a human heater.”
Kate covered her chest and sat up.  She still had no clothes on and wanted to remedy that immediately.  “Turn around,” she motioned.
“Wait,” Daniela put a hand on Kate’s forearm.  “First, let me see your back.”
Obediently, Kate turned her back to Daniela.
“Hey, that healed up pretty well,” Daniela said as she inspected the damaged skin.
“Really?  Cause it hurts like crazy,” Kate admitted.  “But definitely not as bad as last night.”
“Do you want another pill?” Daniela offered.
“Not a chance,” Kate replied.  “Today’s Christmas and I don’t want to miss a second of it.”
“Okay then, you get dressed, and I’ll be right back.”  Daniela pulled on a robe and disappeared.
She returned shortly thereafter with a steaming cup of coffee.  “Here, Anne,” she smiled as she handed the mug to Kate.
“Thank you, Reed,” Kate replied and kissed her on the cheek.
◆◆◆
 
Kelly Clarkson’s voice, singing “Have yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” filled the great room.  Kate and Daniela walked side by side down the hallway, separating once Kate came up to the black board at the start of the kitchen.
Merry Christmas, Loves!
Breakfast Buffet
Christmas Trivia
Formal Christmas Dinner
Family Pictures
“Good morning, beautiful.”  Wyatt walked up behind her as she read the agenda.
“Outside,” she turned around and gave him an angry glare. 
They walked out onto the back porch and he closed the door slowly behind him.
From the kitchen the entire family stopped what they were doing and watched as she scolded him.
“What’d he do?” Carl asked.
“Shut up Carl,” Daniela turned away and begin filling her plate.
They stayed on the back porch for a good five minutes while she read him the riot act.  After what looked like copious apologizing, she took him by the hand and led him back into the house.
The family quickly scattered and tried to look busy. 
Breakfast consisted of scrambled eggs with cheese, a large platter of bacon and sausages, Quiche, French Toast, and a vast assortment of fresh fruits. 
“How was the pill, honey?” Betsy asked Kate.
“It really helped.  I can’t believe how strong they are,” Kate replied.
“I got those after my knee replacement surgery.  I call them elephant tranquilizers.  After I took my first one, I immediately called my doctor and told him I lost the prescription.  Of course, he gave me a second bottle,” Dixie giggled.
“Whatcha gonna do when you run out?” Betsy asked.
“Why replace the other knee silly,” Dixie shrugged her shoulders.
“Your knee is fine though,” Daniela pointed out.
“Listen Hollywood, if you would date a surgeon, I wouldn’t need to do this.  Take one for the team already,” Dixie teased.
“I have a boyfriend,” Daniela reminded her.  “Cody.”
“What’s a politician going to do for her?” Betsy joined in.  “She needs someone to write a prescription!”
Daniela looked at Kate.  “I told you they weren’t perfect.”
“Don’t be a peach,” Betsy shot her a look.
Jennifer Nettles and Idina Menzel’s “Little Drummer Boy” came on and Dixie nearly dropped her moonshine. 
“It’s country,” Betsy told her.
“I’m pretty, not deaf,” Dixie huffed.
“Well, technically, she is singing with Elsa, so is it really country?” Daniela looked smug.
“Maureen,” Kate added.
“I prefer Jimi Hendrix’s version,” Wyatt said without lifting his head.  He was quite focused on his stocking.
“Now here’s the problem I have with that.  Jimi is untouchable on guitar.  Well, maybe Santana but that’s a whole other argument.  Back to my issue.  The song is called “Little Drummer Boy.”  When Jimi Hendrix is playing, you can’t focus on anything other than his guitar obviously.  This particular song is about drums though.  Not guitar. Most versions of it genuinely don’t give the drums enough highlight.  Jennifer’s version has a proper drum solo.  You just can’t do this song without paying respect to drummers.”
The table stared at Otis.  That was the most words he’d ever said at one time. 
Finally, Dixie broke the silence.  “Find another country song.”
Soon the table was conversing about a different subject.  With the focus shifted far from them, Daniela placed a hand on Kate’s knee to get her attention.  Kate immediately turned her green eyes to her.
“Everything okay between you and Wyatt?” Daniela whispered.
“Yes,” Kate nodded.  “No worries.” 
It wasn’t long before Gamemaster Dixie commanded the room once again.  “I have the teams for trivia,” she announced.
Wyatt crossed his fingers and winked at Kate.
“Otis and Betsy,” Dixie announced the first team.
Daniela crossed her arms in anticipation.
“Dani and Carl,” Dixie looked at her daughter with a threatening look.  It worked.  Daniela kept silent.
“Wyatt and Kate,” Dixie read off the final team.
Wyatt planted a massive kiss on her lips.  “We’re gonna to win this!”
After breakfast, the family filtered into the great room.
“Who wants egg nog?” Betsy yelled from the kitchen.  “Or a spiked Nutella hot chocolate?”
Kate rolled her eyes, spun right around and walked right back to the kitchen.  Afterall, Betsy did say Nutella.
The entire family took Betsy up on her offer.  Everyone except for Daniela.  Kate took special notice of that. 
When they gathered on the couches, Dixie loudly commanded their attention.  “Okay, first question.”             
Kate scooted up to the edge of her seat and eyed the silver bell. 
As the room teemed with anticipation, Dixie held up the first note card.  She stared at it for a minute then held it out at arm’s length.  “I need my readers.  Where’s my readers?”
Otis pointed to her chest.  “They’re hanging right there, Dixie.”
“Sugar honey iced tea,” Dixie mumbled as she looked down.  She lifted the bedazzled spectacles to her nose and cleared her throat.  “What store plays a major role in Miracle on 34th street?”
Daniela beat everyone to the bell and began ringing.  “Macy’s!”
Kate glared at her competitively.
“Correct!” Dixie jumped up and down.  “Next question:  What three words best describe the Grinch?”
Betsy pushed Daniela to the side and snatched the bell from the coffee table.  “Stink, stank, stunk!”
Dixie danced over and tried to give Betsy a high-five.  They completely missed each others hands.
“Next question!” Dixie sang.  “Which of Santa’s reindeer have names that begin with the letter D?”
“Triple D!” Carl yelled. 
Wyatt threw a pillow at him.  “Shut up Carl!”
After quickly running through the names in her head, Kate reached for the silver bell.  “Donner, Dancer, and Dasher.”
“Child, you rang that bell like you were calling the cows home for dinner,” Betsy declared.
By the time trivia was over, the silver bell had several dents, as did the coffee table.  In the end, Daniela and Carl squeezed just past Otis and Betsy.  Kate and Wyatt finished in last place.
“I’m going to need a nap,” Betsy announced.  “Too much egg nog for me!”
“I’m with you,” Otis stood up.
“Fishing?” Carl looked at his twin.
Wyatt kissed Kate on the cheek and followed him to the door.
That left Daniela and Kate alone again in the great room.
“Do you want to run another scene with me?” Daniela asked.
Without saying a word, Kate stood and walked into the kitchen.  Seconds later she emerged with a sly grin and the butcher’s knife in hand.
Daniela laughed.  “I guess that’s a yes?”
Once in the bedroom, Daniela leaned against the windows while she thumbed through the script.  Kate sat down in the chair facing her and slung one of her legs over the side. 
“Let me give you the background on this scene.  It’s about two weeks after their first encounter.  Over the past few episodes, they’d developed a friendship.  Anne never once tried to conceal her attraction for Reed.  But at this point, Reed is still very closed off.  She hasn’t given Anne the slightest indication that the attraction was mutual,” Daniela said as she flipped a page.
“Wait,” Kate interrupted.  “I have a question.”  She sat up and began to spin the knife through her fingers as she was thinking.
Daniela’s eyes were glued to the knife.  Kate was spinning it like a drummer spins a drum stick.  She was both impressed and a little unnerved.
“The dichotomy of power.  When it comes to the ship, Anne is in control.  She’s the boss’s wife, right?” Kate continued to spin.
“It’s more than that.  She has real influence.  In the comics, Jack amasses a fleet and has her command one of the ships.  But that’s later in the story.  Regardless, that’s the level of power she has.” Daniela still couldn’t take her eyes off that knife.
Kate took notice and put the knife down.  “But when it comes to their relationship, I mean their attraction, Reed has the power.”
“Exactly,” Daniela nodded.  Her dark hair was framed by a soft glow from the sun outside the window.
“Okay continue,” Kate said.  She leaned back, and Buddy took that as an invitation to jump on her lap.
Daniela smiled.  This was heaven for her.  Kate.  Buddy.  The Lake House.  Sharing her work with someone who really understood it. 
“Every time Calico Jack visited the island where he kept his treasure, the crew would get the day off.  They’d anchor just off shore and spend the afternoon drinking rum on the beach, while Jack hid his treasure.” Daniela paused to make sure that Kate was still with her.
“I’m following,” Kate assured her.
Daniela smiled, “Good because I’m getting to our part.”
Our part. Kate liked the way that sounded.
“When they arrived at the island, Reed took Anne in the rowboat.  They rowed away from the ship and around to the far side of the island.  There she prepared a picnic for Anne.”
Kate nodded and smiled, “Go Reed!  Get your girl!”
Daniela laughed and then continued.  “After their picnic, the two of them go for a swim, and they have their first kiss in the water.”
“That’s the scene we’re doing?” Kate raised an eyebrow.
“I’m going to have to do this scene with each of our potential Annes,” Daniela explained.  “It’s the perfect chemistry test.”
Kate stood up and paced nervously as the hiccups returned.  “I don’t know,” she stammered.  “I mean.”  She couldn’t find the words.  At the heart of her confusion was Wyatt and how he would feel about this.
Daniela was shocked by her reaction.  “It’s just acting.  It’s not Daniela and Kate.  It’s Reed and Anne.”
“You’re right,” Kate blushed.  “I’m sorry.”  She must think I’m so unprofessional.
“This was a bad idea,” Daniela closed the script and tossed it on top of her bag.  She took Kate’s reaction as a personal rejection.  Worse yet, a rejection of her art.  She’d grown far too close to Kate and was beginning to regret letting her guard down.
“No, it’s a good idea,” Kate, still hiccupping, followed her.  “We work well together.”
Daniela shook her head.  “I’m not feeling it.  I can’t get into character.  I’m just going to shower and get ready for dinner.”
“Please,” Kate persisted. “Forgive me. I just wasn’t expecting that.”
“It’s not a big deal,” Daniela held up a hand and gently blocked Kate from getting any closer.
Refusing to give up that easily, Kate took Daniela’s hand and intertwined their fingers.  She wove her other hand into Daniela’s hair and pulled her in for a kiss.  It was a forceful kiss dripping with desperation. 
Realizing that the kiss may not be consensual, Kate leaned her forehead against Daniela’s and pulled back.  For what felt like an eternity, Kate hovered, not even an inch from Daniela’s lips, as she waited for a reaction.
She could feel Daniela’s chest rise and fall with every breath.
Just as she was about to give up and pull away, Daniela lifted her lips to Kate’s. With the lightness of a butterfly, Daniela slowly rubbed her upper lip across Kate’s bottom lip.
“Reed would take the lead,” Kate whispered.
“Shut up,” Daniela moved to pin her against the wall.  As soon as she placed her lips on Kate’s she began laughing.
“Oh my gosh, this is so not working,” Daniela said and hugged Kate.
“Come on,” Kate pleaded.  “It can though.”
Daniela continued laughing.  She kissed Kate on the head.  “We’re good.  Seriously.  Thank you.  I really have to shower if I’m going to look presentable for dinner.”  She walked in to the bathroom, closing the door behind her.   
Kate sat down on the bed and closed her eyes.  How could I have possibly screwed that up so badly?
◆◆◆
 
Christmas dinner was a formal affair, and Kate felt like she didn’t have enough time to get ready for it. 
“Do you mind zipping this?” Kate asked as she pointed to her back.
Daniela smiled and walked across the room toward her.  Kate looked resplendent in her long red gown.  When her hands touched Kate’s back, she noticed a small shiver.  “Sorry, my hands are always as cold as ice.  It’s a thing.”
“Remind me of that next time I’m hungover,” Kate requested.
Daniela took a step back and took a good look at Kate.  “You are stunning.”
“Thank you,” Kate smiled.  “As are you.  That gown looks like it was made for you.”
“It was,” Daniela confessed.  “I wore it to The People’s Choice Awards.”
Wyatt knocked on the bedroom door.  He’d come to escort the two of them down the hall to the formal dining room.
When they entered the room, Kate gasped.  The decorations were the most beautiful Kate had ever seen.  Boughs of holly cascaded down the center of the table.  Pinecones and small white glittery feathers were sprinkled down the middle.  Five large silver candle holders held cranberry colored candles.  Suspended from the chandelier above the table hung a variety of red and silver ornaments.
To keep with the elegant theme, a simple piano version of Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas played quietly on well hidden speakers.
Wyatt and Kate sat directly across from Daniela and Carl.  She tried not to stare, but Kate was suddenly aware of her conversation with Heidi.  Carl and Daniela were both so ridiculously attractive that Kate found herself star struck.  The anxiety began creeping back. A hiccup escaped her lips and everyone stopped talking and turned toward her.
A moment of uncomfortable silence hung in the air and then Dixie began laughing.  “Pass the girl some wine!”             
Wyatt placed a hand on Kate’s thigh and leaned in to whisper, “You look so good that I don’t think I’ll be able to eat.”
Kate smiled and handed him the bowl of mashed potatoes.
“Okay, yeah, I can eat,” Wyatt said as he took the bowl.  “But you do look hot.”
Daniela shot him a glance of annoyance.  Hot?  Is that the best he can come up with?  His girlfriend was absolutely breathtaking.  He’d better marry this woman before she got away. 
“How did you two meet?” Kate asked Otis and Dixie.  “Was it in the music industry?”
“Oh no honey, Otis was around long before I started singing,” Dixie smiled and reached for her husband’s hand.
“I’ve loved her since kindergarten,” Otis kissed Dixie’s hand.
“He followed her around like a puppy dog,” Betsy added.
“Thanks, Karen,” Otis glared at his sister-in-law.
Carl pointed with his knife at the two of them.  “See he does that when she annoys him.  He will purposefully call her by the wrong name.”
“Shut up, Carl,” Otis and Betsy said in unison.
He raised his hands in surrender and then turned his attention back to his dinner.
“Otis has been my best friend from the beginning,” Dixie continued the story.  “He’s my constant.  My safe home.  I don’t think I would have been able to make it in country music if it wasn’t for him.”
Kate noticed the look of admiration in Daniela’s eyes.  She clearly adored her parents.
Dinner continued for hours.  Once everyone was done eating, they stayed at the table to talk.  They would have stayed there all night, if the sound of Daniela’s phone ringing hadn’t brought them back to the real world.
“Excuse me,” Daniela smiled as she stood up.  “It’s Cody.”
They’d both been so busy over the last week that they really hadn’t found the time to talk.  While on the phone, she walked down to the beach so that she didn’t have to worry about the family eavesdropping. 
◆◆◆
 
Once the evening began to wind down, Kate went looking for Daniela.  She just wanted to make sure that everything was okay.
“Hi,” Daniela smiled when she turned to see who was walking down the beach.  Kate was coming toward her, still dressed in the red gown.  Moonlight reflected off of the gown’s sequins, accentuating Kate’s every move.
“It’s so beautiful,” Kate said as she looked at the calm dark waters.
“Exquisite,” Daniela didn’t take her eyes from Kate.  “I’m not ready for this week to end.”
“I know, I wish I could stay here forever,” Kate draped an arm across Daniela’s shoulders.  “Dance with me.”
“We have no music,” Daniela pointed out.
“I’ve got this,” Kate was undeterred.  She’d already had a song queued up on her phone.  Kate set the device in the sand as Pentatonix “Hallelujah” began to play.
“You picked this because it’s my favorite song,” Daniela said as she placed her hands on Kate’s hips.
“Our favorite song.” Kate moved both of her arms to Daniela’s shoulders and played with her hair as they danced.
Together, they moved slowly in the dark.  The beauty of it all was too much for Daniela.  This time it was her who had tears in her eyes.  She pulled Kate close, her tears wetting Kate’s soft hair.
When the song came to an end, Kate threw out another idea.  “We should go for a swim.”
Daniela looked down at her own gown and paused for a moment, unsure if she wanted to leave it on the sand.  She loved this dress.  “Why not?” She sucked in a deep breath of air and reached for the zipper under her arm.
“You know what I like about this?” Kate was already free of her dress, and wading into the water.  “We don’t have to worry about sharks, stingrays, or jellyfish!”
“Wait for me!” Daniela stepped out of the gown and ran after her.  She splashed into the gentle waves.
Kate popped her head up out of the water and swam over to Daniela.  “Can you reach the bottom?”  Daniela was a good foot taller than Kate.
“Barely,” Daniela said.  She found her footing in the sand and stood up.  The waves were just over her shoulders.
Kate reached out and wrapped her arms and legs around Daniela, anchoring herself.
“This is perfect,” Kate’s voice was quiet but determined.  “Reed and Anne have their first kiss in the water.”  She leaned forward slowly and placed her wet lips on Daniela’s.
Under the waves, Daniela’s hands found Kate’s waist.  She was getting ready to push Kate away when Kate looked her in the eyes and whispered, “Trust me.”
Daniela paused for a moment and considered Kate’s request. 
She looked away, took a deep breath and plunged under the water.
She emerged from the dark waters as Reed.  Reaching through the water she found Anne’s hand and pulled her close.
“You are my siren,” Reed spun the two of them in the water. 
Tears sparkled in Anne’s green eyes.  “I’ve wanted you from the moment I met you.”
With her thumb, Reed wiped away Anne’s tears.  Her gaze moved slowly from Anne’s eyes to Anne’s lips and then back again.  Delicately, she moved her thumb to Anne’s lips.  “You are the most radiant thing I’ve ever seen.”
With a light touch, Reed’s thumb guided Anne’s lips to open.  She looked at Anne’s mouth like she was opening a present, unsure of what she’d find inside, but fully confident that she’d like it.
The tip of Anne’s tongue moved forward to taste Reed’s thumb, and that action drove Reed over the edge.  She gripped Anne’s waist and pulled their bodies tightly together.
“Your hands feel like home,” Anne said as she wrapped her legs around Reed.
Reed kissed Anne and felt the electricity of their chemistry shiver through her body.  She bit gently at Anne’s lower lip before continuing their kiss. 
“I can’t stand seeing you in his arms,” Reed admitted as she pulled back from the kiss.  “He’s not worthy of you.”
“And you are?” Anne teased.
“What do you think?” Reed knew the answer before she asked the question.
“I think that every time you come near me, I can’t breathe.  The hairs on my arms stand tall.  I feel your presence radiate throughout me.  I feel you in my soul,” Anne looked her in the eyes as she spoke the absolute truth.
After an hour of kissing in the lake, their skin was beginning to shrivel, and they were feeling the exhaustion of their emotions.  Hand in hand they emerged from the water and gathered up their gowns.
Neither of them said a word.  There was nothing left to say.  The moment would forever be etched on their hearts. 
By the time they reached the house, everyone had already gone to bed.  The music stopped and the Christmas lights were off.  Daniela led Kate by her hand though the darkness.
When they made it to the bedroom, she loosened her grip to let Kate go, but Kate intertwined their fingers, refusing to break the connection. 
With only one hand free, it was difficult to get changed for bed, so they had to help each other through it.  They even held hands as they brushed their teeth.  Though they didn’t exchange words, there were plenty of looks rich filled smiles and desire.
When they got into the bed, Daniela curled in behind Kate and spooned her.  As she held her in the darkness she quietly cried.  Christmas was over.  But she’d found her Anne.
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