

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


What This Book is About...

Dedication

The Lemon Drop Kid

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Epilogue

Author’s Note

About the Author

Also by Josh Lanyon

Copyright


How The Cookie Crumbled

 

As sole heir to the Bredahl Cookies and Cakes fortune, Casper led a comfortable, happy-go-lucky life. Some would say, a charmed life.

 

Sure, there were challenges: relentless pressure to join the family business, and his unrequited feelings for former high school crush Raleigh Jackson. But yeah, a charmed existence, compared to life after being arrested for murder and spending nearly a year in Chippewa Falls County Jail, awaiting trial.

 

Exoneration, freedom, came at too steep a price. To say Casper isn’t in the mood for the holidays is putting it mildly. In fact, the only thing he wants for Christmas is to see Detective Raleigh Jackson, the man responsible for wrongly putting him behind bars, get his just desserts.

 


To Matthew DeHaan

 

 


The Lemon Drop Kid
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Prologue

 

“Well, well. If it isn’t the Lemon Drop Kid.”

Huddled in a booth at Cutter’s Mill Bar and Grill, Dax and I looked up from our drinks—and kept looking up—as Officer Raleigh Jackson, Little Copenhagen PD’s finest, gazed down at us with resignation.

Dax, being the goofball that he was, giggled.

Me, being whatever I was seventeen months ago, choked mid-swallow on my lemon drop martini.

Technically, it was a choke and a teeny-tiny splutter, made worse by Dax—still giggling maniacally—energetically pounding my back.

So, the teeny-tiny splutter became a full splashdown. I could see Raleigh—Officer Raleigh Jackson—prismed through the glittery drops of martini on my eyelashes. I think he was trying not to laugh.

But he sounded as serious as ever when he said, “Jeez, I hope neither of you juvenile delinquents plan on driving anywhere tonight.”

I found my voice and said, a little hoarsely from all the coughing, “You know we’re thirty, right?”

Raleigh’s lip curled. “You’re twenty-eight, Caz, and that’s a legal technicality.”

“Rude,” Dax observed.

We’ve been best friends since the sixth grade, Dax and I. No origin story. We randomly got seated next to each other in Mrs. Kaynor’s homeroom, and the rest was history

“I’ll say.” It did kind of sting, given it was Friday night and we weren’t doing anything that everyone else in the place—barring Officer Killjoy—wasn’t.

“You could drive us home,” Dax suggested. He flinched when I kicked him beneath the table, then grinned even more broadly.

Raleigh snorted. “Yeah, no. I’m on duty.”

“So?”

“So,” Raleigh shot back. A reminder that, sure, he was older, but not that much older, and snappy repartee had never been his long suit.

“I call bullshit,” Dax retorted. “You just ordered beer and a plate of potato skins to eat at the bar.”

That was news to me, and you’d have thought it was news to Raleigh, given his expression.

“Anyway, I’ve got a ride.” Dax added slyly, “You could drive Caz home, though.”

Dax always had a ride, literally and metaphorically. He was the original chick magnet: slim and blond with dark soulful eyes, which was false advertising because he was the least soulful person on the planet. He was also short, which I used to tell him was where the magnet part came in. He could have easily fit on the front of some lucky girl’s refrigerator.

Raleigh’s dark brows pulled into a straight and forbidding line. “Ha.”

Frankly, it was a pretty half-hearted effort. Like he was afraid he was going to be roped into driving the kiddy carpool, but knew it was his duty.

“HA!” I said with a lot more vim and vigor. Because thanks, but no thanks.

In fact, we got a few glances from our fellow drinkers.

Raleigh noticed the interested looks and retreated posthaste to the bar.

I glared at Dax. “Seriously?”

“Hey, he noticed you the minute he walked in here. I think he was going to grab his food and take off, but he changed his mind when he saw you. It’s mutual, man. You should go for it.”

“Go for it? What are we…” I groped for a suitably scathing descriptor because the idea that Raleigh might actually sort-of be even a little bit interested was way too…  Much.

Dax supplied, “Horny? Yes, we are. And so’s he. Come on, you guys have been dancing around this since you were kids.

“He still thinks I am a kid,” I said a little bitterly.

“He’s only three years older than us.” Dax added slyly, “You know he’s not seeing that coach anymore.”

I grunted, but Dax grinned. “You don’t fool me. Your face is the color of your hair.”

My hair is brown with some reddish glints, so nope. I offered my middle finger in the hope he could still make out shapes.

But I can’t deny that the news Raleigh was no longer seeing Muskies football coach Harbin Folke cheered me up no end. So, when Dax eventually left with his girl du jour, I didn’t phone for an Uber.

I didn’t phone anybody. I sat there nursing my third lemon drop, watching out of the corner of my eye as Raleigh ate his loaded potato skins and chatted with the bartender.

When he finally pushed his plate away, my pulse picked up, because it was liable to look like I was waiting—hoping—

Because I was.

Raleigh half-turned on his stool, scanned the room casually, caught my gaze. We stared at each other. He glanced away, ordered a second beer, and when it came, he picked it up and wandered over to my booth.

So. Raleigh. Think of the boy next door in a 1950s rom com. His dad was chief of police and becoming a cop was all Raleigh wanted to be growing up. He was popular, he played quarterback three out of his four years in high school, and yep, right after college he became a cop. Also, he was tall, broad-shouldered, and long-legged. He had straight dark hair, light gray eyes, and a handsome, serious face. He did not look like someone who smiled much, and that was true, but he had a great laugh. His nose wrinkled just a bit, the corners of his eyes crinkled, and his chuckle came out all husky and boyish. It was one of my favorite sounds way back when making Raleigh laugh had been one of my goals in life.

I gazed up at him, and my heart was in my throat.

“Waiting for someone?” He looked very serious, so maybe he was just concerned with me driving while over the legal limit.

But Dax was right. It was now or never. So, I smiled. “I hope so.”

Raleigh tipped his head, like he was trying to see me better, then he gave a half-smile and slid into the booth across from me.

“It’s been a long time, Caz,” he said. “How’ve you been?”

“Great.” I shrugged. “Busy.”

“They make you vice president over at Bredahl Cookies and Cakes yet?”

“Nope. But there’s no escape.”

“You can run but you can’t hide?”

“Exactly. I can’t even run very far since I live in my sister’s backyard.”

Raleigh laughed that soft, husky laugh, and I got that warm, funny feeling in the pit of my stomach. There was a little twinkle in his pale eyes as he said in seeming commiseration, “Family business.”

“Yeah. Speaking of which. Have you made detective yet?” I mean, I knew he hadn’t. For one thing he still wore that snazzy navy-blue uniform that hugged his shoulders, thighs, and ass. For another, I’d have heard about that. The whole town would have heard about that.

Raleigh grimaced. “Still working on it. Pop says, the problem is nothing happens in Little Copenhagen that requires detecting.”

I grinned. Not only was Raleigh’s pop chief of police, his father before him, and his father before him had also been Little Copenhagen’s chief of police. There had never been any question of what Raleigh was going to be when he grew up. Just like there had never been any question of me eventually running Bredahl Cookies and Cakes.

The difference was, Raleigh loved being a cop. I couldn’t think of anything I wanted to do less than become a corporate executive for a cookie company. Even some of the most delicious cookies in the world cookie company.

Raleigh glanced at my empty martini glass, said lightly, “If you want another drink, I’ll drive you home.”

I gazed into his eyes, smiled. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Raleigh held my gaze, slowly smiled.

 

 


Chapter One

 

You get used to it.

The whispers. The looks.

That’s when they don’t pretend not to see you.

I didn’t care.

Not anymore. What could any of them say that hadn’t been said? Behind my back, then to my face, and finally in the Copenhagen Herald. I didn’t care what they thought before. I sure as hell didn’t care what they thought after I’d been exonerated.

I cared about the dog, though.

Freyja. My four-year-old golden retriever.

She’d run away two days earlier. Just too lonely after Astrid, I guess. Malcolm was apologetic, but it wasn’t really his fault. He had his hands full with the funeral arrangements and a company in freefall. Even so, he offered to help me look for her.

Our annual average snowfall is about forty-four inches here in Little Copenhagen. Hard to imagine Malcom in his fifteen-hundred dollar suit out there in the snow, tacking up Lost Dog posters, but it’s the thought that counts.

I stuck my last Reward Offered for Lost Dog poster on the bulletin board at Jensen’s Feed Store, adding Freyja to the photo line-up of free kittens, free ducklings, puppies for sale, and farrier for hire.

“That’s your priority? A dog?” Carl Jensen muttered behind the counter.

There was a time in my life when I’d been able to laugh almost anything off. But that was a long time ago. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that not everyone believed that “charges dropped” equaled “exonerated.” There are conspiracy theorists everywhere, even in a cute little town that looked like a Thomas Kinkade collectible.

I turned from the giant scrapbook page that served as a bulletin board. “With nights dropping down to nine degrees? Yeah, finding my dog is a priority.” I walked toward the counter, stepping around the giant fiberglass Christmas tree with animal ornaments, the heavy bags of dog food and cat food and horse pellets adorned with red bows. “Why? What do you think should be my priority, Mr. Jensen?”

Jensen had one of those old-baby faces. Bulging blue eyes, rosy cheeks, and a peevish little mouth. He stared at me, then popped the drawer on his cash register and started counting money. His back to me, he said, “None of my business.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear that.”

He turned and glared. “I said, it’s none of my business what you do.”

“Thanks for saying so. And thanks for letting me put my poster up.”

He continued to glare at me. Warily.

Yeah, Jensen was one of those people who believed I was getting away with murder. Maybe because he really did believe I’d killed Tom Peyton, or maybe because somewhere along the line, I’d done something to offend him. I admit it, before I was charged with killing my boss at Bredahl Cookies and Cakes, I’d been pretty oblivious to other people. Not mean. Not rude. Not intentionally. Just…oblivious.

But there were still advantages to belonging to one of the wealthiest families in northwest Wisconsin—and by far the town’s largest employer. Jensen might take my poster down after I left, but he wasn’t going to confront me. And he probably wouldn’t take the poster down, either, because he wouldn’t want to risk losing the Bredahl account. Minus Freyja, there were still four hunting dogs and five horses back home that had to eat.

“Merry Christmas,” I said and walked out of the feedstore.

But I was shaking as I climbed inside my car.

I don’t like conflict. I’m not good at it. You’d have thought eleven months in County would have toughened me up. Not so much. It taught me how to fake it, though.

 

 

According to the Chamber of Commerce, Little Copenhagen is a hidden gem nestled in the heart of northwestern Wisconsin. A charming village that embodies the essence of Scandinavian heritage and traditions and an inviting atmosphere that captivates visitors from near and far.

Mostly from far, because, if you live here, you know appearances are deceiving.

Although, full disclosure, I didn’t realize that until I started dating Officer Raleigh Jackson.

Anyway, the generic Chamber of Commerce script isn’t wrong. The village was founded in 1845 by Danish immigrants, and it’s pretty and picturesque, especially around the holidays, when it could pass for an Alpine village competing for a slot in an Advent calendar.

Six days before Christmas, you couldn’t take three steps without bumping into a giant inflatable reindeer or falling over a mini forest of resin candy canes. Everywhere you looked there was evergreen garland and tiny twinkling lights. Thousands of twinkling lights woven around trees, lamp posts, and storefronts, casting a soft and inviting glow over the entire town. The crisp, cold air was sweet with the smell of cinnamon and pine and cocoa.

Anyway, was it weird that eleven months after being sequestered from the world, I didn’t have any trouble driving, but I couldn’t figure out what to do in a grocery store?

For one thing, the previously mentioned looks and whispers. To think I used to like people.

But more than that, the overwhelming possibilities, the staggering number of choices. For crying out loud, twenty-five brands of vodka? I could feel my heart speeding up, my forehead and underarms getting damp. The rational part of my brain tried to remind me that I was just feeling flustered by the idea of being able to eat whatever I wanted—drink whatever I wanted—whenever I wanted to the extent I wanted. Or not eat at all. Which was more likely by the second.

“Casper!”

I jumped, turned to stare down at the smiling face of Mrs. Christensen, my ninth grade geometry teacher. I blinked, opened my mouth…couldn’t think of what to say.

How strange. I found it easier to be confrontational than make pleasant chitchat. Casual conversation was almost beyond me. Partly because I had no idea how to respond to simple ordinary questions like how are you?

How was I?

I’d spent eleven months in jail waiting to be tried for a crime I hadn’t committed. And the only reason I wasn’t still in jail was because my sister—my only living relative—had confessed to the murder and then overdosed on sleeping pills.

I was not good.

And people are not comfortable hearing that.

Mrs. Christensen didn’t seem to notice anything amiss however. “I’m glad I ran into you.” Her smile faded a little. “I was so sorry to hear about Astrid.”

I swallowed. “Thanks.”

“It’s a relief to know the record has been set straight.”

“Yes.”

Would the record ever really be set straight? I had to wonder.

“No one who knows you ever believed you could do something like that.”

She meant it. She was so sincere and so sweet; it closed my throat.

“You’d be surprised,” I managed.

Mrs. Christensen shook her head, patted my arm. “People can be very foolish. But time heals all wounds. You’ll see.”

Yeah, no.

But I appreciated the thought and the kindness behind the thought.

“Will we see you at the bonfire tomorrow night?”

“No.” That came out more gruffly than I’d intended. But hell no.

Mrs. Christensen studied my face, gave my arm another little squeeze. “God bless you, dear. Merry Christmas.”

I bought three bottles of citrus vodka, two bottles of limoncello, a six pack of Lori’s Lavender Lemonade, and twelve cans of Campbell’s soup.

 

 

On the drive home I stopped at Hiraeth Hollow.

I used to bring Freyja down here on weekends to give her a good run and give the squirrels and rabbits a good laugh. Maybe in the back of my mind there was a little bit of hope that she was hanging out in the woods, hoping I was going to show up.

I pulled the Range Rover to the side of the road, got out, boots sinking into snow. I walked into the trees. The air was sweet with pine and smoky-snow smell. As I walked deeper into the green-blue shadows, the crunch of my boots on snow, my exhales and inhales were swallowed by the hushed stillness.

Silence.

I had not experienced silence in nearly a year.

And again, I felt overwhelmed. Tears stung my eyes, and I stopped, breathing it in, the cold-clean air and the ringing silence. Not a plane in the sky, not a car on the road. Even the river behind the towering pines, was silent, frozen over. I wiped at my cheeks before the tears froze, and walked on.

The profound hush was interrupted only by the occasional soft creaking of branches, as if the trees whispered to one another. Released on a technicality.

“Fuck you all,” I muttered.

Technicality? The technicality that I was innocent? The charges had been dropped. With prejudice. Meaning the court’s decision was final. Case closed.

It didn’t feel closed.

I stopped again, closing my eyes and taking a long, shaky breath, feeling the white hush surrounded me. Letting it slowly, slowly sink in. Letting go of all that roiling emotion.

After a few seconds I realized I had not called for Freyja. I pulled my gloves off, put my fingers to my lips and whistled.

The sharp sound shot through the trees, echoing…echoing and then fading away.

No answer.

Okay, she wasn’t Lassie. She wasn’t good at tricks. She had a bad habit of chasing ducks. She had a tendency to get lost. She barked too much and for a long time she’d, no exaggeration, been afraid of her own shadow. But she was loyal and affectionate. She had a joyful spirit. She was funny too. She knew when she was being teased, and she’d give that big goofy goldie grin and try to lick my face. If she’d run away—if she hadn’t gotten lost—she had been looking for me, and that was hard to take.

I whistled again, but the silence that followed hurt more that time.

I waited a few minutes more, listening, and then started back to my car.

I mean, I hadn’t really expected to find her. I knew she was gone. Gone like everything else. Every good thing else. I knew she wasn’t here, but somewhere deep down I guess I’d been hoping for a little miracle. A harmless one. Something nobody had to die for.

Just let me have my dog back.

As I stepped out of the wood line, I saw a black SUV parked behind the Range Rover. The SUV bore the familiar—and now dreaded—red and white insignia of Little Copenhagen Police Department.

My heart stopped.

I’m not doing anything wrong. I’m allowed to be here.

Before panic—and rage—could take over, I recognized the tall, dark-haired figure peering through the driver’s window of my vehicle. No uniform. A plainclothes officer. My heart kickstarted back into life, began to pound in a painful mix of anger and hatred—made even more painful by my recognition that even now, my instinctive reaction to seeing Raleigh was…delight.

Because I had loved him all my life. And as much as I hated him now, the conditioned reflex of my blood and bones to the surprise of seeing him was…

Stupid.

Raleigh must have caught my approach out of the corner of his eye because he straightened up, turned. He didn’t look surprised, but then he’d have recognized the car.

The snow made a squeaky-creak sound as the ice crystals shifted beneath my boots. It seemed to take a very long time to cross that clearing. Raleigh didn’t move. He was too far away for me to read his face
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