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DEDICATION

For my mother.





CHAPTER 1

CAROLINE O’CONNER LOVED TO FISH. HER favorite tree sat on the bank of the Cold River, just perfect for leaning against with a fishing pole in her hand. She relished casting a line as the fog lifted sluggishly off of the water.

The best time to fish was during the early summer—when it was already hot, but too early for the summer rush of river rats. She would come in and open up the Wormhole, her family’s bait and tackle shop, and then sneak off for an hour or two to visit the river and her favorite tree. In fact, that tree was her favorite spot, not just on the river, but in all of Cold River, the river’s namesake and the town where she lived.

Cold River, Missouri, a town of about 8,000 people, was nestled in the heart of an area of the United States known as the Ozarks. At any given time you might hear residents of this southwestern part of Missouri refer to themselves as Southerners or Midwesterners, but neither one was entirely true. The Ozarks, a place of rolling hills and flowing rivers, was a place where a person could disappear for days, months, years, or forever. The rugged terrain was rivaled only by the rugged people living there, a people happy to be tucked away from the rest of the world.

Everybody fished in Cold River.

Caroline’s father taught her to fish when she was six. He hadn’t wanted to. It had been an argument for days between her father and mother, something that she remembered even at that tender age. Caroline had known, since she was old enough to ask about the “boy in the pictures,” that she had a brother in heaven, at least, that’s what her mother told her, and her daddy didn’t fish anymore. But he wanted to, she could tell. He sometimes looked at the fishing poles in the hallway closet, shoved to the back behind the winter coats. He sometimes pulled a tackle box from off the top shelf and looked inside of it for whole minutes at a time and yelled at her when she asked if she could play with the toys inside.

That was when her mother started asking her father to “please take Caroline fishing.”

The first time he took her it had been a disaster. He barked orders the entire time and they didn’t even catch a fish. But the next week was different. They caught fish and her father smiled. More fish brought more smiles, and over the years, it became the bond she and her father shared.

She was fishing with her father less and less since her mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. Most of his free time was spent taking care of her or taking extra shifts at the free clinic so he could have a break from her. His gear sat dejected in one of the hallway closets, and his waders had long acquired cracks.

Caroline shook her head. It was too early for thinking. And she was starting to sweat. That meant it was time to pack it in and begin her trudge back up to the shop. As she walked, she noticed a car parked out in front of the old Cranwell Station across the road.

The “For Sale” sign had been sitting out in front for months. Over the years, the Cranwell family used the store for many different purposes. It had been a gas station in the beginning, a lively meeting spot for summer visitors to the Cold River during the 1920s. It had also been a beauty salon, a five-and-dime store, a used car lot, and a pet grooming facility. Caroline’s parents had owned the little bait shop across the street from Cranwell Station since before she was born, and in the twenty-five years since she’d been alive, the place had been all but empty. There just wasn’t enough traffic to the river anymore, especially since the new highway routed most tourists around the town of Cold River completely. When the eldest Cranwell brother died, the building began to sit unoccupied and unkempt, a source of hot debate for the remaining Cranwell family members, all four of them, none of whom wanted the responsibility of maintaining the property. They stayed to themselves down at Cranwell Corner and rarely came into town. Caroline couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen any member of that family.

She watched as a man got out of the car and proceeded to walk up to the door of the station. It was a man she’d never seen before. He was wearing khakis and a crisp white button-up shirt that made his dark hair and tan skin stand out against the sunlight even more than they already did. He placed his palm against the glass and began to rub at the thick coating of dirt. After peering inside, he began to pull on the door handle.

Surely he’s not trying to break in, Caroline thought. Who robs a place in broad daylight wearing khakis? Besides, Cranwell Station looked like it was about to fall in at any moment. Maybe he was just lost and looking for direction. He sure looked like he was from the city, and people from the city began to panic when they cruised outside city limits and towards the river. These two buildings, Cranwell Station and her bait shop, were the last stop before leaving civilization.

She continued to watch him from a safe distance as he walked around the station, kicked at loose boards on the porch steps, and pulled at the door handle some more. Once, he went back to his car and pulled out a cell phone, but realizing there was no reception, shoved it into his pocket and commenced cursing at the air. It wasn’t until he picked up a rock and started towards one of the windows that Caroline made a move.

“Hey!” she hollered, charging towards him with her fishing pole. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

The man stopped when he heard her voice. He turned to face her, the rock still clutched in his hand. “Who are you?”

Caroline stared at him. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. “Who are you?”

“I asked you first.”

“Why don’t you put that rock down?” Caroline asked. “Ain’t nothin’ in that place worth stealin’.”

“What?” The man looked down at the rock in his hand. He began to chuckle. “It would be hard to steal from myself.”

“Are you lost?” Caroline wanted to know. He wasn’t making any sense. Maybe the heat was getting to him.

“I don’t think so,” he replied. His eyes were every bit as dark as his hair. “Not if this is Cranwell Station.”

“It used to be.”

“Good.” The man set the rock down on the porch and stuck out his hand. “In that case, I’m Noah Cranwell.”

“Cranwell?” Caroline’s mouth dropped open. “You’re a Cranwell?” There was no way she could have heard that right. “You’re related to the Cranwells who own this place?”

“I am the Cranwell who owns this place,” he replied. “But the damn keys don’t work.”

Caroline squinted at him. She’d heard rumors about Noah Cranwell her whole life. Now, here he was, standing in front of her while she pointed her fishing pole at him. No wonder he looked so familiar.

“Anyway, I just flew in from New Jersey.”

“New Jersey?” Caroline cut him off. “You’re a long ways from New Jersey.”

“Don’t I fucking know it,” he grumbled.

Before Caroline could respond, she heard a snarl and saw a flurry of black-and-tan fur, followed by a ripping sound, and Noah began hollering a string of curse words Caroline had never even heard uttered out loud or together.

“It bit me! It bit me!” Noah, said, stumbling back. “That damn . . . thing bit me!”

Caroline saw her huge, three-legged Tibetan mastiff in front of her with a piece of cloth hanging from her mouth—a piece of Noah’s white shirt. “Yara, NO!”

Of course, it didn’t matter how loud Caroline hollered, Yara couldn’t hear her. In addition to having only three legs, she was also deaf as a post. Four years ago, Caroline found her tangled in a barbed-wire fence a few miles down the road, filthy and her coat full of mats. It took two veterinarians and a horse tranquilizer to get her cleaned up, and one of her legs had been badly mangled and needed to be amputated. Now she was a 120-pound dog with a serious attitude problem. She barked her indignation at Caroline, and then dropped the piece of cloth at the man’s feet.

“I’m—I’m so sorry.” Caroline bent down to pick up the scrap of shirt. “She thought you were going to attack me. She’s deaf, and she doesn’t like strangers.”

“I cannot believe I left Hoboken for this,” he muttered.

“I’m so sorry,” Caroline repeated. “She doesn’t have rabies or anything. I mean she’s been vaccinated. She’s just a big baby!” Caroline never thought she’d see the day where anything looked more out of place than her tripod Tibetan mastiff in the Missouri Ozarks, but now here he was—Noah Cranwell in the flesh . . . and khakis.

Noah looked up at her from his tattered shirt. He didn’t look angry to Caroline. He looked more amused than anything else. “Well, she’s the biggest baby I’ve ever seen.”

“I’ve seen bigger.”

“Who are you, anyway?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m Caroline.” Caroline dropped her fishing pole and stuck out her hand. “Caroline O’Conner. My family owns the bait and tackle shop across the road.”

“I went over there about twenty minutes ago,” Noah replied. “The door was wide open, but nobody was there. I could have robbed you blind.”

“I doubt you would have robbed me unless you wanted a trunk full of night crawlers,” Caroline said. “Besides, that’s what Yara is for.”

“She was in there?”

Caroline nodded. “I admit she’s not very good at her job, seein’ as how she can’t hear a damn thing.”

“I beg to differ.” Noah pointed down at his shirt. “I guess this means we’re going to be neighbors.”

“I reckon so.” Caroline headed back over to her side of the gravel road, with Yara at her heels. She noticed Noah still watching her as she threw her bait and tackle into the back of the truck.

“You just going to leave that dog on the porch?” Noah called, pointing to Yara.

“I am.” Caroline threw a glance back at Yara, who was leaning lazily against one of the posts on the porch. Her tongue lolled in and out of her mouth. “Why? You afraid she might attack you or something?”

“Might?” Noah asked. “Pretty sure she already did.”

“She won’t do it again,” Caroline replied. “She didn’t seem to like the mouthful she got the first time.”

Noah gave Caroline a wry smile before continuing, “So she lives here?”

Caroline sighed. What didn’t he understand? “She lives here,” she said. “She won’t even get up into my truck. The motion scares her.”

“That’s an odd dog you’ve got there.”

“I’m aware.” Caroline grinned at him. She couldn’t help it. There was something charming about his persistence.

“Well, I better, what was it you said? I reckon I better head back out to my grandfather’s and get this key situation figured out.” Noah gave her a wave.

“It was nice to meet you.” Caroline locked eyes with him, and it startled her that he held her there just a bit longer than was polite. When he finally broke his stare, he turned and ambled over to his car, started the engine, and roared off, leaving her alone, just exactly as she had been before, but at the same time utterly and completely different.





CHAPTER 2

IT WAS A TWELVE-MILE TRIP FROM THE RIVER back into town, and that was just enough time for Caroline to relax before she got home. She’d been making the drive regularly for years, but it wasn’t until she moved home four years ago that she began to appreciate the quiet passage into Cold River. Tonight, she was running late. She’d spent too much of her day staring across the gravel road at the newly purchased Cranwell Station.

In truth, she’d been staring at Cranwell Station since before she could walk. The place had an air of mystery that even at twenty-five, Caroline couldn’t ignore. Her whole life, rumors circulated about the family and their business, but the Cranwells were notorious for keeping their mouths shut tight and people shut off from Cranwell Corner, the place where all of the surviving Cranwells resided. She tried to remember the last time she’d seen a member of the Cranwell family. It had been a long time, at least a year, since she’d seen hide or hair of any of them. It had been at the free clinic where Caroline’s father volunteered. Jep Cranwell came in for his chronic emphysema, which caused him to need an oxygen tank much of the time. She could tell he’d once been a strong and strapping man. In fact, now that Caroline had met Noah, it occurred to her that Noah and his grandfather Jep looked quite a bit alike. But the years had not been kind to Jep Cranwell. Both his body and his disposition had withered. He’d berated the receptionist because he’d had to wait, and then when he’d found out that Dr. O’Conner would be treating him and not his regular doctor, he refused to be seen and stormed out of the clinic, oxygen tank in tow.

Caroline shivered just thinking about it. She wondered how the nice, clean-cut man she’d met at the station today could be related to the likes of Jep Cranwell. It just didn’t make sense.

Caroline rested her head against the window as she drove. It would be nice to come home to peace and quiet. Instead, she knew just exactly what she’d find. Her mother’s nurse would be frantic to get home to her family and would scold her like Caroline was a child. Then Caroline’s father would call after she’d fixed supper and she and her mother had been waiting half an hour for him and say that he’d be another half an hour and to just go ahead and eat without him. Even in retirement, Max O’Conner couldn’t slow down. After that, Caroline would spend another twenty minutes convincing her mother to take a bath. Just as Caroline would be settling her mother into bed, Caroline’s father would come home and make so much commotion that she would give up on the entire night and retreat to her room, leaving her parents to themselves.

Of course, it hadn’t always been this way. Caroline had been referred to as a “menopause baby” her whole life as her mother had been forty-five when she’d given birth. Even as a child, Caroline knew that her parents were older than the parents of her friends, but it hadn’t been until an ogre named Alzheimer’s invaded the body of her mother four years ago that Caroline truly understood what it meant to be the only child of older parents.

Her father couldn’t run his medical practice and the bait shop and take care of his wife, so Caroline moved home two semesters shy of graduating with her BS in History Education at Missouri State University. At first her father had been angry, arguing with her into the wee hours of the morning about the importance of her education, but by now he’d come to depend upon her. Even though he’d retired from his practice two years ago, Max O’Conner was still one of the best doctors in Ozark County, and probably the only one who still made house visits out to the hills and hollers. He worked two days a week, and during the summertime, which was the busy season at the bait shop, a nurse came to look after Maureen O’Conner. So that left Caroline to pull into the driveway of her parents’ house on 222 Polk Avenue two nights a week, wishing she could just take a nap instead. She was surprised when she saw her father’s truck pull into the driveway just a few minutes later.

“Dad?” Caroline asked. “What are you doing home so early? I haven’t even started supper.” They both waved goodbye to Allison Hood, Maureen O’Conner’s day nurse, as she hurried out the door with a stern look and not so much as a word to either of them.

“I didn’t have any appointments scheduled,” her father replied, rolling his eyes to Allison’s back. Neither of them dared cross her. She was a severe woman in her early fifties with little patience for anyone other than Caroline’s mother, which was the only reason Dr. O’Conner put up with her. Allison was from Germany, and with what little English she spoke, insisted upon both Caroline and her father calling her nothing but “Nurse.”

“Hi, honey,” Max O’Conner said, bending down to kiss his wife once he and Caroline were inside.

“Hello,” Maureen replied. She didn’t look up from her knitting.

“I’m fixing your favorite tonight—mashed potatoes and green beans,” Caroline said to her mother, also bending down to kiss her.

“And meatloaf for me?” her father asked hopefully.

“And meatloaf for you,” Caroline said once the nurse was gone. “Might as well go get cleaned up. It’ll be a while yet.”

As Caroline turned to walk towards the stove, she felt her father’s presence still behind her. He wasn’t moving towards her and he wasn’t talking to her, either. She turned back around to face him. His face was twisted up, his eyebrows knitted so deeply together that they nearly touched his nose. “Is something wrong?” she asked him.

“Pam Brannan died today,” he said. The name came out of his mouth with a rush of air. “She was tired. She was ready to go.”

Caroline felt her heart drop into her stomach. “I haven’t heard from Court all day.” It was the only thing she could think of to say. She’d known this was coming. They all had. Still, she hadn’t been ready to hear it. “I need to call him.”

“He was with her at the hospital in Saint Louis when she went. His father called me. Thought we might want to know.” Max O’Conner engulfed his daughter in a hug. “Give him some time. You know he’s going to need you to be there for him.”

Caroline gripped the can of green beans she was holding so tightly that she could feel the metal grooves underneath the paper label. Pam Brannan, Court Brannan’s stepmother, had been battling cancer for years. First it was breast cancer. Then last year, it spread to her liver. Caroline was there at the Brannan house when they found out about the breast cancer, almost three years ago.

“I’m sorry, kiddo. I know this is hard for you in more ways than one.”

“I should have gone up there to see her,” Caroline said, tears welling up in her eyes. She wiped furiously at them. “I should have been there.”

“Pam knew you loved her, and you know she wouldn’t have wanted you to close the shop or leave your own mother for her.”

Caroline nodded, pushing her face further into her father’s chest. She’d stopped saying out loud when things weren’t fair long ago, but she couldn’t stop herself from thinking it. Pam Brannan had been one of the most wonderful women she’d ever known, and she’d taken care of Caroline like she was her own child when she married Court’s father when Caroline and Court were in junior high. In some ways, she’d been a better mother to them than their own mothers had, and it just wasn’t fair that they were both losing her. “I’m okay,” Caroline said, finally. “I’ve got to get back to supper before it’s ruined for all of us.”

TO CAROLINE’S RELIEF, her mother was eating everything placed on her plate. It had been difficult, even in the beginning, to deal with her mother’s illness. But she took pleasure in little things, like the way her mother would still eat three platefuls of mashed potatoes.

“How does it taste, Mom?” Caroline asked.

Maureen looked up from her plate and at her daughter. She smiled. “It’s very good. Thank you.”

Max O’Conner winked at his daughter. “How was your day, kid?”

“It was interesting,” Caroline replied. “We got ourselves a new neighbor.”

“Oh really?”

Caroline nodded, her mouth full of mashed potatoes. “Noah Cranwell,” she replied once she’d swallowed. “Apparently he’s bought Cranwell Station.”

“Noah Cranwell, eh?” her father asked. “I don’t reckon I’ve seen that boy since he was a toddler.”

“Well, he’s not a toddler anymore,” Caroline replied. “It was kind of strange to see him, you know, given all those rumors about his mom and dad and, well, his whole family.”

“Those rumors are a bunch of poppycock.” Her father snorted. “They always were. Nothing but vicious lies to make Nora look bad for leaving town after Alistair Cranwell died.”

“Nora is Noah’s mom?” Caroline asked.

“And Alistair Cranwell was his father,” Max O’Conner finished. “Ali died the way he lived—reckless and stupid. He didn’t care for anybody or anything except himself.”

“Didn’t he die in a duel or something?” Caroline probed. She’d heard lots of different stories about how Alistair Cranwell had died, and she’d always thought the duel rumor was the best one. As a general rule, her parents refused to talk about it, and she’d been shushed more than once out in public when she dared to ask questions about the Cranwell family.

“In a bar fight not two days after he got out of prison,” her father said. “There’s nothing glamorous or exciting about that and nobody but the Cranwells blamed Nora for getting out of town like she did.”

“I don’t understand why they would be mad about her leaving.” Caroline pushed at her meatloaf with her fork.

Max O’Conner sighed. “Nobody crosses Jep Cranwell. Alistair was Jep’s only son, and Noah was, and is, his only grandson. I reckon Jep felt mighty slighted when Nora ran off, warranted or not.”

“Then I guess he’ll be glad to have Noah back.”

“Jep Cranwell is never glad for anything,” Maureen O’Conner interrupted, looking up from her plate.

Caroline and her father looked at each other. Sometimes Caroline’s mother broke into conversations with astounding clarity.

“How come, Mom?” Caroline wanted to know.

“These potatoes are good. May I have some more?” was all her mother said.

“Sure.” Caroline picked up her mother’s plate and headed back into the kitchen.

“Don’t give me too much now,” her mother hollered. “Make sure that you save enough for Jeremy when he gets home.”

Caroline’s breath caught in her throat. She didn’t want to turn around and look at her father because she knew the pain would be written all over his face. “Okay, Mom!” she said, trying to sound cheerful. “I’ll make sure and leave enough for Jeremy.”

Jeremy, Caroline’s older brother, had been dead for nearly thirty years. He’d died in a car accident when he was seventeen, five years before Caroline was born. Lately, Maureen O’Conner talked about Jeremy like he was still alive. Max O’Conner warned Caroline that something like this was likely to happen, but it didn’t make it any easier for either of them when it started to become a daily routine, and Caroline’s father became sullen, oftentimes retreating to his office to “read a book.”

Tonight was no different.

“I think I’ve had my fill,” he said, pushing his chair away from the table. “I’m going to go to my office for a bit.” He gave Caroline and his wife quick pecks on the cheek. “Caroline, if you’ll just leave those dishes, I’ll take care of them later.”

Caroline smiled up at him. She knew darn well he wasn’t going to be doing any dishes. He wouldn’t come out of his room until it was time for him to take his wife to bed. “Okay, Dad.”

“Love you, kiddo.”

“Love you, too,” Caroline replied. She watched him disappear into his office. Then she turned back to her mother who had gotten up from the table and returned to her knitting on the couch. Caroline finished the rest of the meal alone and pretended to be grateful for the silence.





CHAPTER 3

CAROLINE WAS PULLING A T-SHIRT OVER HER head when she heard a knock on her door. It was her father. “Hey, kid,” he said from the other side of the door. “You care if I come in?”

“Sure.”

“Have you heard anything from Court yet?”

“Not yet. I tried to call him earlier, but it went straight to voice mail. I don’t want to push him if he isn’t ready to talk.”

“You’re a good friend,” her father replied.

Caroline looked down at her hands. When she looked back up again she noticed her father was holding something behind his back. “Whatcha got there?”

“I forgot to give this to you at dinner.” Max O’Conner produced a small, dusty book. “I got it at the library sale. Thought you might like it.”

Caroline took the book and turned it over in her hands. “The Life and Times of Pretty Boy Floyd,” she read aloud. “I haven’t read this one. Thanks, Dad.”

“I didn’t think you had,” he replied. “It’s a pretty old book—from the ’70s, I think. You probably know everything already, but I couldn’t pass it up for a nickel.”

“Thanks,” Caroline said. She grinned up at him. Her father wasn’t often, if ever, emotional. Unlike how her mother had been, Max O’Conner chose his words wisely and preferred to say silent on most matters. Caroline appreciated small gestures such as this. “I don’t know too much about Pretty Boy Floyd. He wasn’t really part of the Dillinger or Barker gangs, so I haven’t read up on him.”

“The library didn’t have anything on Ma Barker,” her father said. “And the one book they had on Dillinger, you’d already read.”

“Did they have anything on the Cranwell clan?” Caroline asked with a wry smile on her face.

“Oh, I think those stories are mostly told in whispers at the back of a smoky bar somewhere,” her father replied with a chuckle. “I hope this one will do.”

“This is perfect.”

“Try to get some sleep,” her father said, backing out of her room. “Good night, Carolina.”

Caroline settled back onto her bed. She was genuinely surprised that Cold River’s little library had a book about one of the notorious Depression era gangsters that she hadn’t read, especially one so old. For as long as she could remember, she’d been interested in the exploits of John Dillinger, Ma Barker, and the like. As a kid, she happened upon a book in the library that had accidentally been placed in the children’s section. It was a book about the Barker Gang, and told of the murder of a sheriff just a few towns away from Cold River, a murder that was supposedly perpetrated by Alvin Karpis, the real brains behind the outfit, even though the gang was named after its matriarch—Ma Barker.

Caroline’s mother hadn’t been too thrilled with her daughter’s newfound interest, but her father was a bit of a history buff and was thrilled for her to learn about that era, especially if it had anything to do with the Ozarks. She supposed that was why Cranwell Station had always fascinated her. Rumors about Noah Cranwell and his parents weren’t the only rumors to circulate around that family—the elder generation supposedly ran the only speakeasy out of Cranwell Station during the Depression, supplying partygoers with their very own brand of Ozark Mountain Lightning. Of course, her father clammed up when it came to the Cranwells. Anytime she asked about them, he made a joke or told her it was impolite to gossip.

My parents weren’t the only ones, Caroline thought. Court also hated it. As a sheriff’s deputy, he was personally offended that his best friend liked to read about criminals while he fought to apprehend them. It was a running joke between them, and whenever anyone asked why they weren’t married, Court told them it was because Caroline liked men on the other side of the law.

Of course, that wasn’t really true, either. The truth was that Caroline hadn’t had much experience with men. She’d had only one serious boyfriend back in high school and dated a few boys in college. Otherwise, the only men in Caroline’s life were the paper kind—the kind whose dark eyes existed pressed between the pages of a book.

She opened the book to the first chapter and wondered if she ought to call Court just one more time before she went to sleep. She hated the thought of Court and his father alone in that house, wondering what they were going to eat for dinner without Mrs. Brannan around. Picturing the empty place at the table was almost too much for Caroline, and she felt a tear glide down her cheek and splash onto the book in her hands. She shook her head back and forth, ridding herself of those thoughts, and concentrated on the damp page in front of her.

IT WAS ALMOST 2 A.M. before Caroline felt sleepy. She was just sinking down into her bed when she heard a knock on her window.

The knocking was long and loud. The impatient foot tapping of the person knocking was no softer. Caroline rolled over and opened one eye in the direction of the noise.

“Caroline!” The knocking grew more intense. “Car-o-line!”

Caroline pulled the covers back over her head. “Use your key!” was her muffled response. “Go to the front door!”

The knocking stopped. “I forgot about my key.” There was a rustle in the bushes outside the window and then it was silent.

“Did you forget about your manners, too?” Caroline asked when a dark figure appeared in the doorway of her room.

“Hush up and scoot over.”

Caroline sighed and scooted over to the edge of the bed. “Don’t put your cold toes on my legs.”

Caroline’s cousin Ava Dawn slid in next to her. “We aren’t in junior high anymore. You don’t have to sneak out of or into the house.”

“Don’t you even want to know what I’m doing here?”

“No.”

Ava Dawn scooted closer to Caroline. “Have you ever thought about straightening your hair? Curls went out last year.”

“Go. To. Sleep.”

“I left Roy, Caroline. For good this time. I swear.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

“I mean it,” Ava Dawn whispered, her voice barely audible. “I filed the papers yesterday.”

Caroline sat up in bed, squinting at her cousin. “For a divorce?”

“We had a real bad fight the other night. I just can’t do it anymore, Carolina. I just can’t.”

“Are you okay?” Caroline got up and turned on the lights. “Did he hurt you? Do I need to go get my dad?”

Ava Dawn shook her head, and a mess of blond hair fell into her eyes. “No. He was too drunk.”

“That figures.”

“I deserve better,” Ava Dawn said. She straightened up. “I do, you know?”

“I know,” Caroline replied. “I’ve been telling you that since high school.”

“Well, Brother Crow says that I’m on a spiritual journey right now, and I sorta believe him.”

“Brother Crow?”

“Yeah, you know, down at Second Coming?”

Caroline knew whom Ava Dawn was talking about. How could she not? Haiden Crow had been the preacher at Second Coming Baptist for the last two years, and he’d just about converted the whole town to his congregation. With his slicked-back hair and even slicker tongue, he reminded Caroline more of a snake oil salesman than anything else, and she didn’t trust him. So far, she seemed to be in the minority, and now, he’d even won over her cousin. “How long have you been going there?”

“A couple of months,” Ava Dawn confessed. “Brother Crow says Roy ain’t spiritual like I am.” Ava Dawn looked at Caroline. “He says that’s why we won’t ever work. You think that’s true?”

“I think Brother Crow is saying an awful lot,” Caroline replied. “But if what he’s saying is going to keep you from being Roy Bean’s punching bag, then I can’t argue.”

“I’m sure you’d like him if you gave him half a chance,” Ava Dawn said.

“Right now I just want to go to sleep.”

“I’m sorry I woke you up.” Ava Dawn fidgeted on the bed. “I just didn’t have nowhere else to go.”

“I know,” Caroline said. Her cousin had been running away ever since Caroline could remember, since even before Ava Dawn’s daddy died and her mother ran off. Most of the time she came to stay with Caroline’s parents, who were more than happy to have her, but Ava Dawn always ran away from them, too. It wasn’t until she married Roy that she stopped taking the nearest Greyhound out of town the minute she got angry about something. “And you know you’re welcome here.”

“Thanks.”

“We’ll sort it all out during the daylight.” Caroline let go of Ava Dawn’s hand. “I have to get up in four hours.”

“Can I go with you?” Ava Dawn asked.

Caroline cocked her head to the side. Ava Dawn hated the bait shop. “Why do you want to go to work with me? The last time you were there you said the shop smelled like dirt and that you were never coming back.”

“I don’t remember that.” Ava Dawn batted her eyelashes. “Besides, I heard there was someone new taking over Cranwell Station, and I want to get a good look at him.”

“How have you already heard that?” Caroline demanded. Then, thinking better of it said, “You know what, never mind. I don’t want to know. You can go with me tomorrow as long as you promise not to cause me any trouble.”

“I promise!”

“Great, now leave me alone.”

“You care if I take a shower?” Ava Dawn didn’t wait for a response. “I feel sorta bad for wakin’ you up and all. I’ve been workin’ the night shift for so long I forget when normal people sleep.”

“Knock yourself out,” Caroline replied, crawling back underneath the covers. “Just don’t turn on the hair dryer or my dad will throw a fit.”

Ava Dawn’s muffled reply was lost on Caroline. She was already asleep.





CHAPTER 4

CAROLINE STOPPED JUST BEFORE SHE TURNED onto the gravel road that took her to the bait shop, at the last gas station for almost fifteen miles—Gary’s One Stop. Gary made the best chicken salad sandwiches in three counties, and if she got there early enough, she could nab one before the tourists heading down to the river could get to them. The tourists from the cities acted as if Gary’s was their last stop in civilization before they gave themselves to the wild, and Gary made a mint keeping that fear alive. What the tourists didn’t know was that Gary also sold the best moonshine in three counties. He kept it hidden underneath the counter behind the register, and only locals knew to ask for a jar of his granny’s finest.

“Hey, Gary,” Caroline said, pushing through the door. “I think I’m going to need a couple sandwiches today. I’ve got Ava Dawn in the car with me.”

“Caroline, is that you?” Gary stuck his head out from inside the cooler at the back of the store. “You’re early this mornin’.”

“I am?”

“Or maybe I’m runnin’ late,” Gary replied. “You got a few minutes to wait on an old man?”

Caroline grinned. Gary was no more an old man than she was an old woman. He couldn’t have been more than ten years or so older than she, but he acted like those ten years were a lifetime. “You know I’ve got plenty of time.”

She busied herself staring into the cold cases full of soda and energy drinks, trying to decide which one would go best with chicken salad. Caroline was reaching in to grab a Mr. Pibb when she heard the bell above the door ring, signaling another customer inside the store.

“Hello? Is there anyone here?” called a voice at the front of the store. “I need to pay for my gas.”

Caroline peered around an endcap full of candy to find Noah Cranwell standing impatiently at the counter. He had a baseball cap shoved down onto his head, and there were traces of morning stubble jutting about his jawline. Gone were the khakis and white shirt from the day before, and she hardly recognized him in a pair of jeans and work boots. He almost looked like he belonged.

Almost.

“I can’t get the card reader to work,” he continued. “I need to pay for my gas. Pump number seven . . . Where in the hell is everybody?”

“Gary is in the back.” Caroline came out from where she’d been hiding.

Noah swiveled his head around at the sound of Caroline’s voice. When he saw her, a small smile crept across his lips. “I thought I recognized that truck parked out there from yesterday.” He eyed the empty store. “Does everybody around here move this slowly in the morning?”

“It’s not just the morning,” Caroline replied. She nodded past Noah over at Gary, who was ambling towards them.

“Okay, Carolina, I’ve got your sandwiches,” Gary said, making his way behind the counter. He stopped when he saw Noah. “What can I do ya for?”

Noah turned his attention away from Caroline, and laid his credit card down next to Gary’s hand. “I just need to pay for my gas. The card reader out there isn’t working.”

“They ain’t never worked,” Gary replied. He slid the card towards Noah. “Cash only here, son.”

“I don’t have any cash.”

Gary sniffed, and folded his arms across his chest. “Says no cards right there at the pump. You can’t read?”

Noah’s jaw tightened. “I don’t have any cash. All I have is this card right here.” He shoved the card back to Gary.

“And I done told ya we don’t take cards,” Gary said. He placed his pointer finger in the middle of the card and pushed it over to Noah.

Caroline rolled her eyes. Honestly. “Gary, just put it on my tab.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Noah said. He was fidgeting with his card, rolling it over in his hands.

“How else you gonna pay?” Caroline asked. “Gary here’ll take it out of your hide before he lets you leave without paying for gas.”

“I’ll pay you back.”

“Go ahead, Gary,” Caroline said.

Gary eyed Noah suspiciously. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“You know this stranger?” Gary continued.

“Gary, this is Noah Cranwell. Noah, this is Gary Ray Boyd.” Caroline motioned between the two men.

“Cranwell, eh?” Gary rubbed his chin. “You belong to them Cranwells out there in the hollers?”

“You know any other Cranwells, Gary?” Caroline asked.

“Sure don’t.” Gary continued rubbing his chin. “I reckon that’d make Jep Cranwell your granddaddy.”

Noah nodded. “I reckon it would.”

Caroline put her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle at the way Noah said “reckon.” It only made him seem like even more of an outsider. “Well, I’m glad we’ve got that all sorted out. No strangers here,” she said.

“You don’t do business with strangers?” Noah asked.

“Strangers pay cash,” Gary replied, finally letting go of his chin. “I’ll add this’n’ to your tab, Carolina.”

“Thanks, Gary.” Caroline pushed Noah out the door before he could say anything else.

“That was unbelievable,” Noah said to her once they were out of earshot of Gary. “Cash only?”

“You’re not in New Jersey,” Caroline reminded him. “Nobody around here is gonna trust a man wearing a Yankees hat. You’re in Cardinals country down here.”

“I reckon you’re right,” Noah replied. “I better switch hats.” He was grinning down at her as if he’d just eaten a whole pie all by himself.

“Don’t say that word again,” Caroline said, resisting the urge to grin right back. “It doesn’t sound right with that East Coast accent you’ve got goin’ on.”

“If you say so.”

Caroline ignored the excited hand motions her cousin was making from the passenger’s seat of the truck. “Think you can make it to where you’re headed without my help?”

Noah winked at her before slipping into his car. “I reckon we’ll find out.” He roared off down the road, leaving Caroline alone to explain herself to Ava Dawn.

“Was that Noah Cranwell?” Ava Dawn asked before Caroline had a chance to say anything. “It is, isn’t it?” She was practically bouncing off the seat.

“It was.”

“Lord have mercy, Caroline. He’s gorgeous.”

“He’s not bad lookin’,” Caroline agreed. “Puts me to shame first thing in the morning.”

“Hell, me, too.”

“Oh, shut up.” Caroline started the truck and pulled back onto the gravel road. As she drove, she stole a glance over at Ava Dawn and wondered how it was that her cousin could look fresh as a daisy on zero sleep when she herself looked like a Raggedy Ann doll. She’d tried to coax her crow’s nest of hair into a ponytail, but she’d given up and let it spring freely from her scalp in frizzy curls. “Listen, if you’re going to be here, you’re going to have to do more than spend your day staring across the street.” Caroline pulled into the bait shop driveway as Yara came running.

“Uh-huh.” Ava Dawn was turned around in her seat, staring in the direction of Cranwell Station.

Caroline rolled her eyes. “Please, at least put your tongue back in your mouth.” She got out of the truck and reached down to pet the top of Yara’s head. When that wasn’t enough, Yara jumped up on Caroline, her paws reaching Caroline’s shoulders, and licked her square on the face. “Ogooorfph,” Caroline said, pushing the dog away and wiping her face. “And feed this beast while you’re at it.”

“Fine, fine.”

Caroline walked around to the back of her truck to grab her tackle box and fishing pole. Maybe she’d have time to do some fishing later, if Ava Dawn was here. She paused for a moment when she heard a screeching of tires just behind her, and the distinct melody of Hank Williams Jr. playing from someone’s radio. Caroline didn’t have to think about who’d just pulled up in front of the shop. She knew, and she silently cursed at herself because she should have been expecting it.

Smoke from the dual exhausts of Roy Bean’s pickup truck billowed out into the dewy morning air. It was so thick, Caroline could taste it.

“Get on out of here, Roy,” Ava Dawn hollered, jumping out of the truck. “I ain’t got nothin’ more to say to you.”

“Well, I got plenty to say to you,” Roy replied. He spit a wad of tobacco onto the dirt road. It made a disgusting plop that Caroline could hear from where she was standing.

“Don’t waste your time,” Ava Dawn continued. “I ain’t goin’ nowhere with you.”

“Come home with me, baby,” Roy needled. He took a step onto the grass. “I miss you.”

“Yeah, well, I need you like I need a hole in my head, Roy Bean,” Ava spat back. “Get on out of here with that talk. You’re a liar.”

Roy took a menacing step forward and grasped one of his thick hands around Ava Dawn’s arm. He was done being nice. “You’re gonna wish you had a hole in your head by the time I’m done with you.”

Ava Dawn pulled out of his grasp and stumbled backwards, falling to the ground with a pop, prompting Yara to circle around in front of her, baring her teeth at Roy.

Caroline found her feet in time to reach her cousin before Roy did. She pulled her up and stepped in front of her cousin and her dog. “Get out of here, Roy,” Caroline said. She didn’t take her eyes off of him. She knew better than to do that.

Roy split his glare between Caroline and her cousin. “This is between me and my wife.”

“I thought I told you after the last time not to come back,” Caroline said. She took a deep breath in through her nose. She wasn’t scared of Roy, not when he was sober, but she didn’t like to ruffle his feathers all the same.

“I don’t recollect that.”

“That’s because you were piss drunk,” Ava Dawn screamed from behind Caroline.

“Shut up.” Roy sneered. “And get your fat ass into the truck.”

The ringing that had begun in Caroline’s ears was getting louder. She wanted to slap the chew out of Roy’s mouth. Behind him, she saw Noah Cranwell watching them. It looked like he was stuck in place, one hand on the wheelbarrow he’d been pushing, and the other shielding his eyes from the sun to see the commotion. “Roy, I’m only going to ask you one more time to get off my property.”

Roy’s hands balled into fists, and he leaned into where Caroline stood. He was so close that Caroline could smell the Skoal tucked in between his lip and his teeth. He spit again, and this time, it hit the ground just inches from Caroline’s feet, some of it splattering up onto her flip-flop and exposed toes.

Before Caroline could react, Noah Cranwell was between them. He placed one of his hands palm down on Roy’s chest. “I think I heard this lady ask you to leave,” Noah said. His jaw muscle was flexing in and out.

Roy let out a gravelly laugh that sounded more like a cough. “I hate to break it to ya, buddy, but she ain’t no lady.”

“It’s time for you to leave,” Noah said. He was taller than Roy by at least six inches, but Roy had puffed himself up so big he looked like a blowfish.

“Who the fuck are you?” Roy demanded.

This time, they were interrupted by yet another set of screeching tires. When the dust cleared, Court Brannan emerged from his truck. He ambled over to them, one hand on the gun he always wore around his waist. He wasn’t wearing his uniform, and Caroline wondered how he even knew to come out here. Somehow, Court always knew.

“I thought I heard you tell Dwayne at the Dollar General that you were headed out this way,” Court said. “Now, tell me, Roy, what good can come of this?”

Roy glanced from Noah back over to Court, squaring his shoulders to both of them. “I ain’t leavin’ until I get my wife.”

“I don’t think your wife wants to go with you,” Court said. “You’re outnumbered here, friend.”

“He’s too dumb to figure that out!” Ava Dawn hollered, still hiding behind Caroline.

“Shut up!” Roy growled.

“Go on home,” Court urged. Then he looked over at Noah, as if noticing him for the first time. “You, too,” he said. “I can take it from here.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Noah replied.

“I don’t know who you are,” Court said. His voice was calm and even. “But I’m the law around these parts, and I’m not asking ya.”

“Come on, Roy,” Caroline said. “Go home and think about what you’re doing.”

“I know what I’m doing,” Roy said, his words firing between Court and Noah. “You better shut up. You all better shut up.”

Caroline turned and walked up the steps and inside the shop, dragging Ava Dawn behind her. There wasn’t going to be any blood spilled on her property today. At least, not any blood that she didn’t spill herself. She could still hear the men arguing outside as she bent down and pulled out the .22 gauge shotgun she kept behind the counter. Gun in hand, she walked back out onto the porch. “Roy Bean!” Caroline hollered. “I’m going to give you fifteen seconds to get off my property before I shoot you.”

Noah, Court, and Roy stopped and stared at Caroline.

“One, two, three,” Caroline began to count.

“You better do what she says,” Court said. He nodded at Roy. “You know good as I do she’ll shoot.”

“Four, five, six . . .”

“I ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

“Seven, eight, nine . . .”

“I don’t know about this urban cowboy.” Roy jabbed his thumb in Noah’s direction. “But Court ’n’ me both carry.”

“That may be so,” Caroline replied, hoisting the shotgun to her shoulder. “But you both know I’m a better shot. Now you’ve got six seconds to decide how this is gonna turn out.”

Roy sniffed, placing his thumb on the side of his nose. “A’ight, a’ight.” Roy pointed at Ava Dawn. “You best be gettin’ home, or you and your bitch cousin will both regret it.” He turned and hopped back up into his truck, peeling out in a show of dust and rocks.

Caroline lowered the shotgun to the relief of her aching arms. Both Noah and Court were still standing there. Noah was staring at her intensely. She couldn’t tell if he was angry or impressed, and Caroline felt goose bumps begin to prick up on her arms. With his dark hair and even darker eyes, Noah stood in stark contrast to Court, who had sandy blond hair and blue eyes.

“Don’t worry, man. She ain’t gonna shoot ya,” Court said to Noah, clapping him on the back.

Noah tore his eyes away from Caroline and looked at Court. “I keep forgetting everybody around here carries a gun.”

“You ain’t from around here, I’m guessin’?” Court asked.

“I was born here,” Noah replied. “But I grew up in New Jersey.”

“Shit, people in New Jersey have guns, right?”

“I did.”

“You ought ta get along just fine.” Court stuck out his hand. “The name’s Court Brannan.”

“Noah Cranwell.”

Court stopped mid-shake. “Well, I’ll be damned. Nice to meet ya.”

Caroline turned her back to them and headed back inside the shop to replace the gun.

“Caroline, I’m sorry,” Ava Dawn began, still standing where Caroline left her. “I should have known Roy’d come out here half-cocked.”

“It’s alright.” Caroline sighed. “I should have figured it out on my own when you told me you left while he was asleep.”

“Looks like I’ll be staying with you for a while.”

“You know that’s okay with me,” Caroline said. “Dad and I are always here for you, and if my mom could help, you know she would.”

“Seemed like maybe Noah Cranwell wanted to help us,” Ava Dawn replied with a wink. “Jeezus, he’s cute.”

“We didn’t need his help.”

“I thought it was mighty gentlemanly of him.”

“It was pretty stupid,” Caroline said. “Roy was pissed.”

“Havin’ him around might come in pretty handy.” Ava Dawn winked at her cousin.

“I don’t need his help.”

Ava Dawn leaned farther onto the counter and said, “I ain’t talkin’ about needin’ to depend on nobody. I’m talkin’ about wantin’ to depend on someone, just because it’s nice to have a shoulder that ain’t attached to the head of a relative. I’m talkin’ about havin’ a good man by your side.”

Caroline rolled her eyes. “You act like good men come easy as cow patties out here, Ava Dawn. Besides, I don’t think either one of us have any business deciding what constitutes a good man considering the luck we’ve had.”

“It ain’t about luck,” Ava Dawn continued. “I picked Roy fair and square, and I got exactly what I bargained for.”

“Nobody bargains for that.” Caroline reached out to hug her cousin. As aggravating as she was, Ava Dawn was the closest thing to a sister Caroline had ever had. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“I know you didn’t.”

By the time Caroline went back out to check on Noah and Court, Noah was gone. He’d disappeared back inside Cranwell Station, and Court was waiting for her, sitting on his tailgate. She walked outside and slid herself up onto the tailgate next to him. “I’ve been calling you,” she said.

“I know,” Court replied. “I didn’t know what to say.”

“Court, I’m just, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he said, giving her the brightest smile he could muster. “She made me promise not to be sad, but I won’t be able to keep from it if you keep on tellin’ me you’re sorry.”

Caroline rested her head against his shoulder. “Okay, but you know I’m here for you, right? You know that.”

“Of course I know that.” Court placed his cheek onto the top of Caroline’s head.

“Are you on duty today?”

“Not until later,” Court replied, straightening himself up. “We can’t afford for me to take the time off right now. Not with the funeral.”

Caroline swallowed. “When is it?”

“Friday.” Court jumped from the tailgate to the gravel beneath them. “I’m glad that you’re going to have Noah Cranwell for a neighbor.”

“Why?” Caroline narrowed her eyes at him. “So he can protect me in all his manly glory?”

“So you can protect him,” Court replied. “Didn’t you hear him say he grew up in New Jersey?”

“Well, he did live here until he was five,” Caroline conceded. “I guess he’s from here.”

“Can you even imagine what it was like growing up with that ogre Jep Cranwell as your grandfather?” Court shuddered. “Awful.”

Caroline waved as Court drove off. She couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t cracking jokes, and she wished she could be the kind of friend to him, especially right now, that he was to her. He’d been there for her when her mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. His whole family—his dad and Pam included—had been there. It didn’t seem real that Pam was gone.

When she turned around to head back into the bait shop, she caught sight of Noah Cranwell from inside Cranwell Station. The windows were old and cracked, but he was cleaning them, nonetheless. He was so intent upon his work that he didn’t notice her staring at him. Caroline had never been to New Jersey, but she couldn’t decide if it was good or bad to have an outsider on the inside, bringing attention to a few of the cracks.





CHAPTER 5

COLD RIVER WAS SETTLED IN 1832 BY A MAN named Jacob Powell, a man with little directional sense who fell headfirst, so the legend goes, into the river. When he finally emerged, soaking wet in the middle of the winter, he commented to his wife that the water sure was cold. He promptly died of pneumonia, leaving his wife and children to settle what would eventually become the town, which ended up sitting right on the Union-Confederate line. Half the Powell kids fought for the North, half fought for the South, and the town was practically burned to the ground during the Civil War.

After the war, to this day referred to by the townspeople as the only war that mattered, both sides came together to rebuild, making Cold River the county seat. A statue of Jacob was erected in his honor. Even as a child, Caroline thought it was ridiculous that her town had chosen to honor a man who stumbled into a river rather than the woman who really settled the town, a woman whose name nobody could even remember.

As for the O’Conners, they could trace their lineage to no one, although Caroline’s father grew up in Cold River. His great-grandparents emigrated from Ireland, and they owned and operated a shoe repair store in the middle of town—not far from the Jacob Powell statue. Her father was the first person in his family to go to college, which is where he’d met Maureen—a nice, Irish Catholic girl from New York.

“I thought your father had taken me to the ends of the earth,” Caroline’s mother would say. The story of her first few years in Cold River had always been one of her favorites to tell. “Imagine me, a girl from Syracuse, here!”

“She sure did stand out,” her father would chuckle. “With her bangle bracelets and wild, curly hair.”

The only thing her mother couldn’t learn to love, the only thing she couldn’t understand, was how even after decades in Cold River, people still considered her an outsider. The townsfolk often referred to her, even after she was well into her forties, as “that girl from New York.” It wasn’t, Caroline learned, that the people in Cold River didn’t like her mother. In fact, most people adored her. It was simply that they didn’t trust outsiders, and she was an outsider. Caroline assumed her mother opened the Wormhole in an attempt to win over the townspeople, and in some ways it worked. They still thought of her as an outsider—that was never going to change. But they didn’t talk about it nearly as much.

If Maureen was an outsider, Caroline’s father was the opposite. He returned to Cold River the golden boy—the town’s very own doctor, one of the only doctors in the county when he first began. There was a small hospital in town, but the doctors there were mostly
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