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Dani drove home after the Open House wondering if her buyers would have any better luck with the offer they made on the Cape Cod style home than they’d had on the offers they’d made on the Ranch style last weekend and the Bungalow the weekend before that. She knew the couple was feeling discouraged, but she’d told them they would find just the right home if they persevered. It was a seller’s market which was ideal for anyone looking to get out but there just weren’t enough homes listed for those looking to get in. Historically, January was one of the slowest months in Massachusetts for home turnovers, but that was not the case this year.

In her apartment, she pulled off her boots and tossed her purse on the couch, looking around at her oh-so-humble abode before she hung her wool coat in the small closet. Now that she’d saved enough to buy her own home after years of apartment living, she wasn’t having any better luck than her buyers were. So much for her plan to be a homeowner by her 30th birthday. Since that was next Saturday, nothing short of a miracle was going to make that happen. 

The shortage of available homes also meant prices were elevated to all new heights, and buyers didn’t seem to be concerned that they were paying more than their homes’ assessed values. Dani, however, was concerned enough to decide to wait as long as it took to find her own home, at a reasonably priced rate, even though she badly wanted out of her apartment building. The three-story brick buildings in the complex offered too much communal living, or as close to it as it could be with only thin walls separating one apartment from another. Luckily, she was well stocked with ear plugs.

Hearing her phone ring, she retrieved it from her purse and tapped the screen, smiling. “Hello, Valerie.”

“How did the showing go today?”

“They loved it and they put in an offer, but there were so many people there, I don’t know if it’s going to be enough.”

“They might still get it, right?”

“They might, yes.” She hadn’t even tried to soft-soap the reality, since the buyers had been around this block twice already and knew what might happen.

“Listen, Dani, I have a surprise for your birthday, and I’m so excited I want to tell you what it is, but I’m not going to ruin it for you. Even though I really want to tell you.”

“You didn’t have to get me anything, Val. Really.”

“Of course, I did. It’s your 30th. And I want you to remember it forever and ever.”

“That’s kind of you. It’s not a pet, is it?” The goldfish Valerie had given her for her last birthday hadn’t done well. Not well at all.

“Nothing like that. It’s a little crazy, and fun, and exciting, and I know you’re going to love it, and the romance of it all will sweep you off your feet. That’s all I’m going to say. Except it’s so romantic I’d like it for myself! Bye.”

“Bye, Val.” Sweep me off my feet? She looked down at her toes. “I hope you’re ready for all that.”

––––––––
[image: ]


RYDER RANG ZACK’S DOORBELL, looking around at the front yard, snow-covered like every other yard on the street. And quite possibly in the whole state. What a winter, and they were barely into January. Zack let him in, and Ryder was blasted with the unmistakable aroma of popcorn. Zack really knew how to treat his guests like VIPs, all right, going overboard with the appies once again. They’d better call for a delivery before half-time or he was never going to make it. “Is Austin still coming?” Typically, Austin beat Ryder to Zack’s place on game days.

“Course,” Zack said. “He’s running late. What are you drinking?”

“What are we eating?”

“Whatever you want. Menus are on the table. We can call when Austin gets here.” 

Ryder saw Zack shake his head, staring at the pregame show on TV, and waited for what he knew was coming.

“The Pats better beat the Bucs. I still can’t believe they got rid of Brady.”

Ryder and Austin had explained several times in fine detail that Brady had left of his own accord, but Zack wasn’t grasping it. “You need to let go, buddy. He’s gone.”

Zack waved a hand at the TV. “And he took Gronk with him.”

“Need to let that go, too. Sit down. Have some popcorn.” Ryder headed into the kitchen to get himself a drink, since Zack in his current state of football depression wasn’t going to be of any use.

“I need to ask you a favor, Ryder.”

Ryder swallowed and put down his bottle. This ought to be good. “What’s that?”

“A friend of mine keeps pestering me, and I want to just give her what she wants so she’ll leave me alone.”

Ryder stared at him, wondering if he was supposed to guess what this friend wanted. “So give her what she wants.”

“That’s where you come in.”

“How’s that?” 

“She says there are no romantic men anymore and she wants to be kidnapped. Fake kidnapped.”

Ryder stared at Zack, the bottle stopped halfway to his lips. “Fake kidnapped?” 

“That’s it. Will you do it?”

“Are you out of your mind?”

“I will be if she doesn’t stop harassing me about this.”

“Tell her to find some company that does that. They know what they’re doing, although why anyone would want to put themselves through something so potentially psychologically damaging is a mystery to me.” Fake kidnapping. And here he thought he’d already heard it all.

“She looked into those but she said they seemed too authentic and scary.”

“Maybe because being kidnapped would be scary.”

“Those guys use weapons and blindfolds and won’t let the players use the potty, was the expression she used.”

“There’s a real deal breaker. And the answer is no. Thanks for thinking of me.”

“Think about it.”

The doorbell rang, and Ryder was thankful Austin had arrived, bringing a necessary dose of sanity that he hoped might rub off on Zack. “I have and I won’t.” He could have suggested Zack ask Austin, but he knew Zack knew Austin wouldn’t go for it either. Maybe it was time to bring up Brady and Gronk again.
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Dani pulled her Mini Cooper into the Holmes Realty parking lot on Monday morning, seeing Rory’s car in its usual space. Parking as close to the snowbank as she could to leave room for the clients, she headed inside to share Valerie’s birthday announcement.

“I can call her later and see if she’ll tell me what it is,” Rory said. “If you really want to know.”

“No, that’s all right. I can just wait. And hope she hasn’t done something really crazy. At least I know I won’t open my door to see her there with a puppy or a kitten.”

“My gift is probably going to pale in comparison.” Rory grinned. “You’d better keep your expectations low.”

As Dani ate at her desk, another working lunch because her buyers’ offer had been rejected again and she needed to continue the search, her phone chirped with a text from Valerie. “Birthday surprise is Saturday! It will be the best surprise ever! Just trust me!!! You will love it!!!”

Trust me? Dani smiled and responded. “I trust you.”

“It’s a little crazy, I know! But I know you’ll love it!!!”

I sincerely hope so after all the buildup. “Thanks”

Rory stopped at Dani’s desk, coat on and purse in hand. “I’m meeting a client. I won’t ask if you want me to bring you anything back, since you’re enjoying your delicious chicken noodle soup. But can I take you to dinner this weekend for your special day? Or should I wait until the following weekend since Valerie’s super surprise is going to eclipse mine and you don’t know exactly when that’s happening.”

“She said it would be Saturday, but...” Knowing Valerie, it could be Sunday instead, as Valerie’s clock and calendar seemed to operate differently than everyone else’s. But she was a good friend and kindness personified.

“Let’s wait until the following weekend and do dinner. Even if we both have showings, we’ll still have time for a nice dinner.”

“Perfect. Good luck with your showing.”

“Thanks. One of these days we have to get lucky.”

“Let’s hope it’s today.”

––––––––
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WAITING IN THE DRIVE-thru line for his lunch, Ryder heard his phone ring and Zack’s number appeared on the display. He tapped his steering wheel, reminded of the kidnapping idea and he shook his head. “Hey, Zack.” 

“Listen, Ryder, you have to help me out.”

“With what?” Maybe he’d moved on from fake kidnapping to being the getaway driver in a fake bank robbery.

“The kidnapping.”

“That would be a no. The same as it was yesterday.”

“You know that cabin in the woods my grandfather left me?”

Hell, yes. He was quite familiar with that cabin on the lake, since Zack had taken Austin and him there to see the place once, but only for a day. Ryder coveted that cabin on its little piece of paradise more than he’d ever coveted any piece of real estate. “What about it?”

“You do this kidnapping for me and you can stay there for a month. Four weeks. Maybe you could write that book.”

Four weeks... The full extent of his vacation time. But it would give him the chance to get started on that biography his mom had been after him to write about her dad, his Grampa. He knew it wasn’t anything anyone else but family would want to read, but he’d made the mistake of promising he would do it when his mom had asked him right after Grampa’s funeral.

“You still there?” Zack asked.

“Yeah. Four weeks? Would it have to be consecutive, or could I split it up?”

“Whatever you want. Weekends, weeks, a whole month. Just let me know so I can make sure I won’t be using it.”

That was the part that really pissed Ryder off. He suspected Zack hardly ever went up there, since Zack wasn’t a cabin-in-the-woods kind of guy. “I have some conditions.”

“Name them.”

Zack agreed to every one of them, and after Ryder was handed his paper bag and cup at the window, he said, “When is this happening?”

“Saturday morning. Annie unfailingly goes into Coffee Stop on Main Street just after ten for her coffee cinnamon roll frappy concoction. You can grab her then.”

“You’re assuming I’ll be able to get a parking space?” Parking on Main any time on weekends was a joke, and this whole charade wasn’t going to work if he had to use one of the municipal lots.

“Double park if you have to. Will you do it?”

“She knows this is happening?”

“I’ll drop a few hints, but I won’t tell her when or she’ll say the surprise is ruined.”

Ryder wondered for a moment if he and Zack were both out of their minds. Not to mention this friend of Zack’s. Quite possibly. But four weeks at that cabin... “All right.”

“You’ll do it?”

“Yeah.”

“Saturday at ten. You won’t regret it.”

Regret was already seeping in. But he could spend an hour or two with this woman, this Annie, up at the cabin, then drive her back to Main Street. He exhaled slowly as he tried to picture the scenario unfolding. Yeah, he was definitely out of his mind.

“You’re right. You are crazy,” Austin said when Ryder called him later and told him about the turn of events. “You need me to come along as an accomplice? Could be quality entertainment.”

“Thanks, but if I see your impression of a kidnapper I’ll lose it and Annie’s fun day of abduction will be ruined and Zack might expect me to do it again.”

“Call me if you need backup. Or I could be a cop who rescues her from you, the dastardly villain.”

“Yeah, no thanks.”
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When Ryder was able to get a parking space exactly where he needed it, he took it as a good omen. He dropped a couple quarters into the meter, then leaned against the Bronco, his eyes on the Coffee Stop door. He was early, but he didn’t want to miss out on a month at the cabin because of a few minutes’ delay on his part. The sidewalk was busy, and after staring at the glass door for a minute, he let his eyes wander over the ample supply of pedestrians, wanting to get this fiasco rolling.

Dani’s clients had cancelled at the last minute, while she was driving to meet them, and she’d detoured to Main Street to grab a nice cup of tea. The day was bitterly cold and she’d foolishly worn a dress with her suede boots, and she knew the tea would go far in warming her. Parking in the municipal lot because she knew she’d never get a space on Main, she made her way to the small shop and was back out on the sidewalk in minutes, the first sip warming her nicely. Directly in front of her was a man leaning against a black Bronco, clearly waiting for someone, and when his eyes met hers, she felt a jolt of envy for that someone. Tall, dark-haired, and handsome, he was a perfect package of manhood.

Had to be her. Long hair, pretty, cup from Coffee Stop in her hand. Ryder looked right and left and made his way through the crowd toward her, telling himself that feeling like a fool wasn’t much of a price to pay in exchange for a stay in that cabin. “Excuse me.”

And Bronco man was speaking to her? Maybe this was her lucky day. It was her birthday, so maybe... Valerie’s gift? Was he really her gift? Bless you, Valerie, if he is. But she knew she couldn’t be that lucky. Maybe he just needed directions. “Yes?” The blaring of horns on the busy street on the other side of the Bronco startled her.

“Annie?” He hoped it was her. Prettier than he’d expected. Had to be her.

Despite the repeated horn blowing, echoing off the buildings from one side of the street to the other long enough to make it clear multiple drivers were unhappy, she heard the man say her name. “Yes?” Could it really be...?

Ryder put his hand under her elbow, hoping he wasn’t overdoing it. Fake kidnapping didn’t come with a manual. “Come with me, please.” Maybe the please had been unnecessary. He doubted the professional kidnappers used the word.

Just trust me, Valerie had said multiple times. Crazy, fun, and exciting were the words she’d used to describe her gift. And romance and being swept off her feet... Oh, Val, I think I love you. This was a million percent better than the goldfish. The man opened the passenger door and she climbed in, noticing he looked carefully around at the pedestrians near the Bronco before he closed the door. Maybe Val was lurking, wanting to see how happy she was with her gift, but Dani wasn’t going to look for her. Once he was behind the wheel, she said, “I hadn’t expected this.”

“No talking.” Ryder hoped his voice had been aggressive enough. His criminal experience had been limited to driving ten miles an hour over the speed limit on highways, but there was that one red light he’d accidentally run when he was eighteen, fortunately when there were no other cars around.

No talking? Wasn’t he the stern one? She glanced at him again, noting the frown. No matter. Maybe he was one of the proverbial strong, silent types. She took a sip of tea, wondering if she should text Valerie and thank her. She pulled out her phone, the cup propped between her knees.

“No phone.”

She stared at him. “No phone?”

“No talking.” He sounded ridiculous, and wondered what she thought of him. This whole charade was ridiculous. Which was a shame, because she was quite possibly the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and he wondered why Zack was satisfied with having her as only a friend.

Dani wondered where they were going, and how soon she should ask. Was he taking her to breakfast? She really wondered why she couldn’t talk. What good was this surprise if she wasn’t able to have a nice, friendly chat with this guy? Was he just a driver? Taking her to a surprise party, maybe? It was kind of early in the day for a party. And a birthday party couldn’t really be considered romantic. 

When the shrill ringing of a phone came through the speakers it startled her, and the man tapped his phone, not his steering wheel, which she knew was a no-no, since this was a hands-free state, but she didn’t comment. He held the phone against his ear, and she hoped what she heard would provide some kind of insight into her birthday surprise.

“Yeah.” Ryder glanced at his kidnap victim, meeting her eyes.

“Did you get her?”

“Mission accomplished.”

Ah. I’m a mission. Where had Val found this man? Dani glanced out the side window at the trees, grinning. A mission. Wait until she told Rory about this. She’d be so envious. They were taking the highway north, and she wished she knew where they were going. He’d disconnected as soon as he’d spoken so there wouldn’t be any help from that quarter but maybe it wouldn’t hurt to ask. “Excuse me.”

“No talking.”

Ah, the no talking again.

Ryder glanced at her, and the cup she’d raised to her lips. He wished he had one, but he hadn’t planned far enough ahead. Who was he kidding? He hadn’t planned at all. Glancing at her again, he wondered what she’d wanted to say. What if she needed a bathroom? Dammit. He knew they’d be at the cabin in half an hour, but what if she couldn’t wait? His sisters had never seemed to be able to, always telling him to hurry up and clear out of the bathroom. “Thirty minutes. Can you wait?”

Well, that was informative. “Yes. Can you tell me what exactly will happen in 30 minutes?”

“No talking.”

All right then. She’d stare out the window instead. She hadn’t known it was going to snow, but apparently the clouds hadn’t gotten the memo.

He gritted his teeth as soon as he saw the snow coming down. Big, fat flakes that hadn’t figured into the plans. The Bronco had all wheel drive, but he hadn’t expected to put it to work today, and he mentally added one more week at the cabin to Zack’s debt column.
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Dani was thankful the SUV had four-wheel drive. Or so she assumed. Didn’t all SUVs have four-wheel drive? The snow had been coming down with serious intent, and she hoped they’d arrive at their mystery destination soon. It was a good thing it was early in the day. Well, early-ish. They’d been on the road for almost an hour and she foolishly hadn’t had breakfast which was unfortunate at the moment, but could turn out to be a good thing if they were going to a brunch party. She could have asked, but she knew what the man at the wheel would say, so she didn’t bother. Her seat was comfortable, she was warm, and she had been enjoying the ride for the most part. It was her 30th birthday and she should be enjoying herself. The man hadn’t wished her a happy birthday, but maybe Valerie had instructed him not to say anything or it might ruin the surprise.

Ryder would have liked to talk to this girl and confess the whole stupid plot, but he’d be risking his stay at the cabin if he ruined her experience. They were almost there, if he remembered correctly. Good thing, too. There was a good inch of snow on the road and he hadn’t seen another car for fifteen minutes, not a good sign on a Saturday. Hunger was going to become a real problem if what Zack had said about there being food was an exaggeration, or if it wasn’t anything he and Annie were interested in. He knew a delivery was also out of the question, since he doubted kidnappers ever made use of Door Dash. Not to mention there was no cell service this far in the woods. It actually was the perfect place to bring a kidnap victim, should he ever decide to embark on a life of crime deserving of capital punishment. He saw the lake, frozen this time of year and with a fresh cover of snow, before they reached their destination. 

Dani eyed the cabin. It was isolated and adorable and romantic, and even had a farmer’s porch. There were no rocking chairs adorning the porch, but this wasn’t rocking chair season. There was a snow shovel by the door, however, and she hoped there wouldn’t be a real need for it before they left here. There were no other cars, and not even a wisp of smoke coming from the chimney, as far as she could see with all the snow blowing around. Maybe this was a sort of way-station, and they’d be meeting everyone else in a different spot. The snow had become much more serious, and after the man shut off the engine, she looked at him, wishing she knew his name. And wishing he’d let her ask a few questions. 

“Inside.” His voice had sounded gruff, but maybe that’s what Annie expected. He hadn’t bound her hands or made her sit in the back seat. There weren’t enough months at the cabin to make him restrict her movements like that.

Inside we go. She didn’t wait for him to open her door, but he came around and put a hand under her elbow, which she appreciated, since the ground was slippery, her suede boots suitable more for appearance than practicality in bad weather. She hoped the next part of her birthday surprise happened soon or she was afraid travel was going to become a serious issue.

Ryder unlocked the door and followed Annie inside. She made a sound, probably the nonverbal equivalent of “Holy hell, it’s freezing in here.” He had to agree, if only mentally.

He tapped the light switch and looked around. There was wood on the hearth, and he got to work laying a fire. Ah. Almost forgot to open the damper. His breath was forming clouds of condensation and he wondered if Annie would comment on the condition of the cabin, which was rustic but comfortable enough if you liked furniture in early American grandparent style, or would be when they had some heat in there. Once the newspaper under the kindling and logs caught fire, he stood and looked for the thermostat, locating it in the hallway. He cranked it up twenty degrees, hoping the propane tank he’d seen outside was up to the challenge. It would be a while before the place was warm enough and, seeing a blanket on the back of the couch, he brought it to Annie, almost draping it over her shoulders before remembering his role, and handed it to her instead.

“Thank you.” The cabin felt like a refrigerator. Maybe even a freezer. Dani had expected from its air of abandonment it would be musty, but other than a slight hint of some unidentifiable fragrance, possibly cleaning chemicals, there was no smell. She looked around, guessing once the fire was going it would be cozy enough. She’d seen the man fiddling with a thermostat but the cold was so intense she knew it would take some time before she was warmed to her bones. She wrapped herself in the plaid wool blanket, wishing she’d worn jeans today, but she’d never yet dressed that casually to meet a client. She wanted to go into the kitchen and see what there was to eat as if she had some right to someone else’s food, even if it would spoil her brunch or lunch or whatever her next meal was, but first there was another pressing need to be taken care of, and she could see a couple of open doors down the short hallway that looked promising. Heading toward the first, she stopped when she heard his voice.

“Where are you going?” He knew, but he figured he needed to keep up the pretense.

“I’ll give you three guesses.” She continued on, and pushed the door until it clicked shut behind her. The bathroom was small but smelled clean and had everything she needed, plus a nice shower. All the walls she’d seen, including the bedroom, had horizontal pine boards, a feature she particularly liked. After turning the faucet, it took a ridiculous amount of time for the warm water to replace the cold. But there were towels on the shelf, a mat on the floor, and the place was clean, so clearly someone either used it regularly or had been here recently. It was quite the getaway, and she was quickly becoming attached to it. If only her host would speak, she could really enjoy herself.

Once the fire was going, Ryder checked his phone to verify there was, indeed, no cell service, as he’d remembered. Looking outside, he saw there was probably another inch on the ground already. Fantastic. He turned when he heard Annie in the hallway. “You hungry?”
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“I’m starved.” With every passing minute, Dani acknowledged the chance of a surprise party happening was becoming more unlikely.

If Ryder was a true kidnapper, he wouldn’t care if she was hungry. Since he wasn’t and never would be one, he headed for the kitchen to take inventory. First stop, the fridge, which was well stocked with eggs, milk, butter, and yogurt. The freezer had ice cream, burgers, and a couple loaves of bread. Cabinets had cereal, pasta, sauce, and soup. Nothing impressive, but they wouldn’t starve.

Dani watched the man check every possible food location before joining him. “What’s the chef’s special?” She wondered if they would be preparing their own meals for the most bizarre birthday celebration ever. Then she wondered why he hadn’t already known what the food situation was, since this was his cabin. Just one more question she needed answered.

He opened the fridge and stepped aside. “Eggs any way you want them, or there are burgers. Or soup.”

“Since I only had that cup of tea for breakfast, I think I’ll go with the eggs. Might toast be on the menu?”

Tea? He thought she only had cinnamon something coffee on Saturdays. Wasn’t that what Zack had said? “That wasn’t coffee you had?” Now that he thought about it, wouldn’t he have smelled coffee?

“I don’t drink coffee.” She pulled the carton of eggs from the fridge, checking the expiration date. They
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