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      Dedication

      For my dad, Steve, a cowboy poet with a dreamer’s heart.

      For my granny, Dolores, the first great storyteller in my life.

      And for Sawyer, who reminds us wild things are worth knowing.
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        Dear Reader:

        Each chapter of The Snipe Hunt begins with a reimagined first line from a famous (or favorite) book. These playful tributes are meant as a breadcrumb trail of discovery. My hope is that they bring joy or a sense of nostalgia or even a next great read.

        ~ Jen
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      It was not Miller Finch’s finest moment. He had been awake for nearly twenty-two hours and his thoughts, when they finally took shape, were shifty and amorphous, like onions loitering in the soup of his brain. Even through his foggy stupor Miller knew he was being watched. There was someone in the forest. Or something. Watching. Waiting.

      Everybody in a three-county radius knew to steer clear of that part of the forest. If the bright yellow signs posted every forty feet weren’t warning enough, most people had been taught from the time they could walk to stay away.

      Karma Creek Woods, people called it—step foot inside, and you get what you deserve.

      After a hard day running the planing machine, Miller had left the lumber yard and driven in circles, too restless and angry to go home. Things had gotten heated when he’d left for the day. His boss had chewed his butt, but that was nothing new. It was always something. Really, who cared if he was twenty minutes late? It was the lumber yard, for Pete’s sake, not a nursing shift. He wasn’t saving any lives. And it wasn’t like they paid him enough to care. His idiot boss pulled in twice what he did sitting in front of a computer in the air conditioning while Miller breathed in so much sawdust he coughed clouds in his sleep.

      Miller pressed hard lips to an empty Mountain Dew bottle and a stream of tobacco slid down the side of the green plastic. He screwed the lid back on and tossed the bottle to the floorboard of his truck. He suddenly had a hankering to hit something. No, he thought. What he had was a hankering to do something. To feel alive. To test fate.

      They’d been having words for years, Miller Finch and fate. He’d push a limit and fate would bow up and show him who was boss. It never resulted in anything too bad—usually a lost job or a run-in with the law. It didn’t matter how much Miller got right, the wrong always tipped the scales in fate’s favor. Most days Miller felt like the middle ball of a pendulum—thumped each time gravity hurled something in his direction. And just like the middle ball of Newton’s cradle, Miller was stuck, forced to endure the inertia of everything and everyone around him.

      Today, though… Today was Miller Finch vs. Fate. Today he would settle his score with destiny once and for all.

      The last rays of the afternoon sun warmed his head as he stepped from his old Dodge truck. He was at least three weeks past due for a haircut but hadn’t found the time to get one. Miller reached back into the truck cab and swiped his favorite cap from the dashboard, a John Deere trucker that had softened with time but never faded. As he pulled the cap down toward his ears, a crow called a warning overhead.

      Caw. Caw.

      Silence rippled through the dark woods, an immediate response to the crow’s warning. Miller stretched his neck toward the trees and listened. There was an absence of sound in the woods now, yes, but also a very real presence. Watching. Waiting. He felt it both in his soul and as phantom prickles across the skin of his face.

      Miller spit the remaining wad of chewing tobacco into the fescue at his feet and wiped his mouth on a sleeve. Take a good look, you little sucker, Miller thought, running a tongue across his bottom lip. He spat again. So you know who’s comin’ for ya.

      His scarred work boots were first to cross the border of Karma Creek Woods, and when they did a sliver of ice ran the length of his spine. He glanced at the hairs of his arms standing on end.

      “Possum ran over my grave,” he said aloud and shivered. That’s what the old folks always said about a body’s primal but useless response to threats. It wasn’t a possum staring at Miller Finch—though something definitely was. Eyes as dark and deep as the forest itself held his gaze. Miller flinched first. He took off his cap and scratched his head, and that’s when he noticed the sky. The sun had disappeared and Miller had the ridiculous thought it was hiding from whatever malevolent thing lay in wait beyond the tree line.

      “It’s just you and me now.” Miller Finch’s voice shook only a little as he warned the thing in the woods. In his left hand was the circle of thick rope he’d used to work cattle the day before. He slapped the braided nylon against his leg to illustrate the point.

      “I’m gonna catch ya and serve ya for supper.”
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Beginning of the End

          

          Clover Portis

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you’re interested in stories with well-mannered kids who only have good intentions, you would be better off reading some other book. In this book, not only are there no well-mannered kids, there are very few good intentions.

      

      

      The walls of the duplex shuddered with the force of the slam, knocking dust loose from the popcorn ceiling. The bedroom door had taken the brunt of every fight, every hot-tempered rage, every half-hearted attempt to walk away. It barely clung to its hinges now, battered and bruised—just like everything else in the place. Clover barely flinched at the sound. It was just another night.

      The neighbors pounded on the shared wall in protest, their muffled voices drifting through the drywall. Clover didn’t need to hear the words to know the message: “Shut up.”

      “Oh, mind your own danged business,” her mother shouted at the wall.

      They hit the wall again, harder this time, and a picture frame flew from its nail and straight toward Clover’s head. She ducked just in time then scooped up the tarnished gold frame and hugged it to her chest. Thankfully, the protective glass hadn’t broken and the photo of Clover and her mom from last Christmas was undamaged. In it, they stood on either side of Santa Claus; their similar, smiling faces bookending a very serious Saint Nick. It was pretty good as far as mall photos go. A pretty good memory, too.

      Back at home, though, it was yet another night Clover would rather not remember. Her mother’s bedroom door was still on hinges, but the lock had been broken long ago, so five seconds after she shut the door in Trenton’s face, he opened it and followed her inside.

      “Get. Out.” Joanie Portis’s voice was low and menacing. She meant business.

      If Clover leaned far enough, she could see into one corner of the bedroom. She held her breath as Trenton crossed his muscled arms and leaned against the dresser. A tribal band was tattooed around his bicep but Trenton did not, as far as Clover knew, belong to any tribe.

      “Don’t act like you didn’t know, Joanie,” Trenton sneered. “What’d you think, that somebody gave ‘em to me out of the kindness of their heart?”

      Clover could only see Trenton, not her mother, but imagined shaky hands pushing straight, sandy hair away from her face as she answered her on-again, off-again boyfriend. “I thought maybe you bought ‘em cheap to re-sell,” she said. “You’re always making some kind of deal.”

      “Oh, please,” his whiny voice held an accusation. “You suddenly care where the money comes from? Huh? In that case, maybe I just won’t bring in any more. Shoot, maybe I take back everything this money ever paid for right now.”

      Trenton yanked things from the dresser and threw them to the floor. Clover’s heart rate kept pace with her anxiety level as perfume and candles and pots of skincare shattered into pieces.

      “Stop it, Trenton,” Joanie snapped.

      He didn’t.

      When she stormed out of the bedroom, Clover caught her mother’s worried gaze.

      “Just leave,” Joanie spat, shoving past Trenton as she stalked down the narrow hallway. “I’m not getting mixed up in your crap again.”

      She slammed the bathroom door—just like she had the bedroom door before. But this time, the lock clicked into place.

      Trenton skidded to a stop, nostrils flaring. If he was going to start kicking again, Clover thought, he’d need a new target. He’d already left a gaping hole in the bottom half of that door, splintered wood spilling out like broken bones. At some point, Mom had taped a piece of cardboard over the damage, but that wouldn’t last long against Trenton’s steel-toed work boots.

      “Get back out here, Joanie!” he bellowed, his face blotchy with rage. He pounded the doorframe with his fists, shaking the entire wall.

      Clover knew what came next. She mouthed the words as he said them.

      “Open this door before I kick it down.”

      That was her cue. As quiet as a cat burglar, Clover snuck from the living room into her bedroom, heart hammering against her ribs. She’d learned long ago that the safest place was wherever Trenton wasn’t.

      Last year, Clover had stripped her walls bare, tearing down every unicorn and kitten poster. She hadn’t figured out what to replace them with, so now the wood-paneled walls stood empty—except for one. A single color poster of Billie Eilish. And really, that was all she needed.

      As Trenton’s inventive curses rumbled down the hall and rattled the thin walls, Clover met Billie’s ocean-colored eyes and nodded. The best place for her wasn’t in her bed but under it.

      She grabbed Bun-Bun, her favorite stuffed animal, and crawled into the shallow space, pressing herself as far back as she could go. The brown fur of his ears, worn knobby from years of love, warmed beneath her fingers. She knew thirteen was too old to cling to a tattered bunny but her stuffed animals weren’t just toys. They were necessities.

      She had spent too many nights on the cold tile floor, waking up stiff and aching. Too many. And yet, here she was again, curling up for another long night.

      Clover was an expert at getting out of Trenton’s way now, though it had taken her a while to learn. The first couple of times she stood between the two of them, fists on her hips and said, “leave my mom alone,” or something equally useless. The first couple of times she just hadn’t known.

      The last time she got involved, her mother had been sitting on the kitchen floor, arms wrapped around her legs, forehead pressed to her knees. Trenton had loomed over her, his scrawny frame stretched tall with fury, spit flying as he screamed. Her mom had looked so small. So scared. But she hadn’t fought back. She just rocked back and forth.

      Back and forth.

      Back and forth.

      “Mom?” Clover had whispered. “Mom, are you okay? Get up, Mom. Let’s leave.”

      Nothing. It was like Clover didn’t exist.

      She had to do something. So she’d grabbed a skillet off the stove. It was heavier than she expected, almost slipping from her grasp. But she held on and that gave her confidence. Then she gripped the cool handle with both hands like a baseball bat and swung. She imagined Trenton flying through the air, away from her mom and out of their lives forever. She was both proud and scared when she heard the crack of metal on bone. She’d done it!

      But she hadn’t been tall enough to reach his head. She’d hit what she could—his bony arm. He howled like he was on fire. Clover had grinned at her mom, waiting for her to say something, anything.

      But her mom hadn’t smiled back.

      Instead, her wide, wild eyes darted from Clover to Trenton and back again. And then, before Clover could process what was happening, her mother had scrambled toward him on her hands and knees, apologizing, crying, fetching ice.

      She ignored Clover completely. She’d treated Trenton like he was the victim, and after he’d calmed down, her mother had been mad at her. Had punished her. That’s when she’d learned.

      Now, Clover stayed out of the way. Their fights weren’t her fights. She knew this wasn’t normal, wasn’t healthy, wasn’t right. But her mother was all the family she had. They were a team even if they didn’t have a winning record.

      The heavy boom, boom, boom of a fist against the front door broke up the current fight.

      Trenton cursed and slammed his fist against the doorframe even harder.

      Clover clung to Bun-Bun.

      “Great,” Trenton spat. “The neighbors called the cops.”

      Then he said the one word that turned her blood cold as the tile floor.

      “Clover?”

      She stopped breathing.

      “Go get the door.”

      “No.” Joanie’s voice shot through the house like a dart and found target in Trenton. “Stay right where you are, sweetie.”

      From beneath the bed, Clover could only see her mother’s bare feet as she scurried into her room. The red polish on her toes was chipped and the bottoms of her feet were dirty. Dark blond hair the same color as Clover’s brushed the floor as she bent. Deep brown eyes found hers behind the bunny.

      “Don’t come out for anything,” her mother whispered. The force behind her words was more terrifying than Trenton’s rage. “Do you hear me, Clover Portis? You stay hidden. No matter what.”

      Clover nodded, reaching for her mother’s outstretched hand. It was ice-cold but still a comfort.

      “I love you so much,” Joanie said. And then she was gone.

      Clover lay still, listening. The voices at the door were muffled at first, but things escalated fast.

      Joanie’s voice broke into sobs. Clover gripped Bun-Bun tighter, fighting the urge to crawl out and help.

      But she had made a promise.

      The front door opened. Then closed.

      Silence stretched like warm taffy.

      Surely they were gone. Surely.

      Clover set Bun-Bun gently on a blanket and crept toward the hallway. The house was dark and empty. She wasn’t scared to be alone. She was scared for her mom.

      A flicker of blue light outside pulled her toward the window. She stayed low, creeping closer, her breath catching as she watched.

      First Trenton and then her mother were pushed toward the back of a police car.

      A little yelp escaped her throat.

      A policewoman turned toward the house. Clover slapped a hand over her own mouth and ducked out of sight.

      One Mississippi.

      Two Mississippi.

      Three Mississippi.

      She counted to ten, breathing past her panic before daring to peek again.

      Her heart stopped beating in her chest.

      She couldn’t stop this.

      She couldn’t help.

      She could do nothing as her mother slid into the back of the police car.

      As the blue lights swung around again and lit her mother’s face, she looked straight at Clover.

      And, slowly, she closed her eyes.

      Once.

      As if to say, I’m sorry.
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            Chapter 2

          

          
            Clover’s Big Move

          

          Clover Portis

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Call me Clover. Some months ago - not sure how long exactly - having little or no faith that my mother would get her crap together (and anyway she was in jail) I was forced to live with my Gramma and see the redneck part of the world. I did not go willingly.

      

      

      It had been three full years since I had seen my Gramma when she skidded into the driveway in a rusty Ford pickup. Tiny feet were the first things to exit a giant truck that wasn’t so much red as once-was-red. She crunched across the gravel in work boots and strode toward the screen door. I didn’t bother to get up from the couch so she stood at the doorstep. I could feel her gaze on me, traveling from head to toe and back again. Like she cared.

      “Well,” I said. “Come in if you’re going to.”

      She looked the same as I remembered. Her wheat-colored hair had gray streaks and was pulled into a low ponytail. It was the only way I had ever seen her wear it—out of her face to better work her plants. Her skin had deeper lines than other women in their fifties from years spent working in the sun. I had never seen the woman in anything but faded men’s jeans and a black cotton tank. Except in the winter when she threw on a Carhartt jacket.

      “You’ve gotten taller,” she said as she came inside. She put a hand out so the screen door didn’t slam.

      “Taller than what?”

      “Than when I saw you last.”

      “Well, I was eight,” I said. “So…”

      “Eight?” Her eyebrow bent above a nut brown eye so much like my own. Like my mother’s. “Just because you don’t see me, child,” she said, “doesn’t mean I don’t see you.”

      “What does that even mean?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”

      Gramma surveyed the living room and her gaze snagged on a bottle that either my mom or Trenton had left on the coffee table. “Never mind, hon,” she said. “Doesn’t matter. Let’s pack your things; you’re coming home with me.”

      “Huh-uh.” I put my foot down. Literally. Onto the crusty brown berber carpet. “I’m staying here,” I said.

      She walked closer to the couch, but stopped when I scooted away from her. “You can’t stay here and you know it, Clover,” she said. “Child Protection Services will come and take you. You wanna go back to foster care?”

      I certainly did not. Foster care was like Lord of the Flies—savage beat civilized every time. And you haven’t seen hungry until you’ve seen an entire household living off the stipends of four foster kids. Are there great foster homes out there? Sure. Probably. But I had never been placed in one.

      “I’m doing fine on my own,” I told her. “Anyway, Mom’ll be back in a day or two. She always is. I’ll just hang here until then. I know how to cook. I walk to the store and to school by myself all the time.”

      “This isn’t like the other times,” Gramma said and plopped onto the recliner to face me. She picked at mustard-colored foam bulging from the chair’s arm. “Your mother can’t bond out of jail like before, Clover. They caught her and that weasel Trenton…” Her top lip lifted like she smelled something bad. “They caught ‘em stealing generators from the steel plant in Winslow. There’s video. Bail was denied for both of them, due in no small part to the judge’s brother-in-law owning the steel plant.”

      “Oh dang,” I said. “She’s screwed.”

      Gramma’s mouth opened, as if to get on to me about my language, but then her face softened. “I think this time she really is.”

      “It’s all Trenton’s fault,” I argued. “You know he’s always coming up with wild ideas to make money fast.”

      “What happened to your momma’s job at the pizza place,” she asked me.

      “She missed a couple days and they told her not to come back.”

      Gramma had no answer to that except to close her eyes and press thin lips together.

      “Anyway, we’re fine. It’s fine,” I said, “Mom and I have been on our own for a long time, and we’re doing just fine.”

      Those dark brown eyes snapped to mine. “Is that right?”

      I didn’t answer at first. I didn’t owe her an answer.

      “Is that right, Clover?” she repeated. “You’re doing just fine? This— ” she waved an arm around the living room and in my general area— “is just fine?”

      “Yes,” I said, and the word came out more viciously than I’d intended.

      “Well, I do not think it’s fine. I think you and your momma need some help. Help I’m happy to give.”

      She was insulting my mother, insulting our life, and it made me feel worse, which I wouldn’t have thought was possible. “We don’t, actually, and if you ask me, taking help from somebody always backfires and leaves you worse off than when you started.”

      “Well, that’s an ignorant thing to say,” she scoffed and then softened. “But, I imagine you haven’t experienced much true altruism living here. Like this.”

      I didn’t know what altruism meant, or what she meant by saying that. But I didn’t like it.

      Before she showed up at my door, I hadn’t seen the woman in years.

      “Mom rarely talks about you, you know.”  I said it to hurt her, and from the shadow that crossed her withered face, I knew it had worked. “And when she does talk about you, it’s not good. She said she’d make sure you never saw me again. Actually, I think her exact words were, “I’ll make sure that old bag never lays eyes on you again.””

      Gramma didn’t answer at first. She breathed hard two or three times through the nostrils of her tiny, freckled nose.

      “Yet here I am,” she said. “And you’re out of options.”

      “I can live here by myself.”

      “Well, the state does not agree,” she said and stood from the ripped recliner. She wasn’t a very big person. I was practically as tall as her and I was in seventh grade.

      If I didn’t go with Gramma, the state would send a stranger for me and I knew it. I’d been through this whole thing before and had no desire to go down that twisted road again.

      I rubbed my eyes with both hands.

      “I’ll pack a bag,” I finally said.

      The magnet on the side of Gramma’s old truck was as faded as the factory paint. It said “Portis Petals,” the name of her plant nursery. I tossed my bag into the truck bed near a shovel so overworked the blade tip had curled.

      “You hungry?” Gramma asked as we backed away from my house.

      I was too nauseous to think about food. I shook my head and hand-rolled the truck window down for air. It was early October, but in the south sometimes all that really meant was the third month of August.

      Gramma tried to make conversation as we drove, but I wasn’t in the mood to talk. Mostly I looked out the window, wondering how my mom was doing. Were they treating her all right? When would I get to see her again? Was that fight with Trenton—and what he’d stolen—finally enough for her to kick him out for good?

      Life would be perfect if it was just the two of us again.

      The drive from Little Rock to Bodark took three hours, but it was like we had traveled back in time.

      “Is there a building here with more than two stories?” I asked as the old truck bobbed and rattled into the tiny town.

      Wrinkles formed easily around Gramma’s eyes and she smiled. “Nope. But we do have two red lights… though one of those only operates on Sundays to stop highway traffic when the Baptist church lets out.”

      She said ‘Sunday’ like it was a completely different word than the one I knew. Like it was a piece of candy.

      Sundee. She said all of the days of the week like that.

      Sundee, Mundee, Toosdee, Winnsdee.

      And then she drove that old truck right into the middle of nowhere and I was so smothered by nature I could hardly breathe. There were too many trees and not nearly enough cars or people. There wasn’t a Starbucks in sight. It was the last place on the planet I wanted to be, but I had no other choice. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned my head back against the seat and groaned in misery. God help me, my fate for the next few days was life in this backwoods country town.
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        * * *

      

      Gramma’s old house, which was her parents’ before it was hers, had been built sometime after World War II of the material they had the most of—rocks.

      The front of the old stone house was lined with hydrangeas, but the plant’s heavy blooms were long gone by October. All that remained were sad-looking dried brown husks.

      For someone who ran a garden center, Gramma’s yard was nothing special. She must have known what I was thinking from the look on my face.

      “Well, you know what they say.” She waved a leathery hand toward the flower beds. “The cobbler’s kids never have any shoes.”

      She reached past me to open the front door, which was, of course, unlocked. “You can have your old room again,” she said. “Though you’ve probably outgrown all the toys and things you left here. I’ll take you by the store this weekend to buy a new comforter. Something to make you feel more at home.”

      “Oh, I won’t be here long enough to get settled in,” I said.

      Gramma opened her mouth to reply, but then she paused. “We can run by Dollar General before dinner if you need any toiletries,” she said.

      I didn’t argue because as soon as the smell hit me, I was transported to an entirely different place and time. When I walked into the house, the aroma of coffee and bacon and earth hit me so hard I closed my eyes.

      I was five years old again, sitting next to her in the kitchen snapping green beans from her garden. In my memory, I giggled at something she said as I put the middle part of a green bean into a big silver bowl. The end pieces went into another bowl to compost later. And I remembered later she used both hands to tip a dented old pot over the kitchen table, which had been lined with wax paper. Thick brown liquid oozed from the pot onto the waxed surface, shiny at first but dulling as it hardened and cooled. Peanut brittle she made just for me.

      The sweet, perfect memories stopped me in the small living room.

      How long had it been since I was last here? Why had I blocked that memory?

      “You remember where your room was?” Gramma asked, and I nodded.

      She tended to something in the kitchen while I went ahead alone.

      The house’s old stone walls were the only things standing between the inside and the elements. They were warm to the touch in summertime and cold in winter. In my tiny room, a thin silver line ran down a stone and gleamed in the afternoon sun—a snail trail left behind by the room’s last occupant.

      Gramma had been right about the bedspread. I was definitely not into Bratz anymore. I tossed my bag on an old rocking chair in the corner and dropped onto the bed.

      It was so odd that I didn’t remember living here. I only had those memories from the kitchen. Why did the room look like I had spent so much time there? A little pink lamp was covered in stickers on a table by the bed. I had done that.

      When?

      I looked up when Gramma knocked on the frame of the open door.

      “I’m gonna run to the little pizza place in town and grab some dinner,” she said. “You wanna come?”

      “Nah.” I shook my head. “I’m gonna put my clothes in this dresser—just for a couple of days.”

      “All right,” she said, and the wrinkles of her face stretched on a smile. “Sure you don’t need anything from the store? We’ll need to get you registered for school tomorrow.”

      “Oh God,” I groaned and lay back onto the hot pink bedspread. “I didn’t think about having to go to school here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Quite an Entrance

          

          Rex Miller Blair

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is why I ended up living with my Gramma in a place like Bodark, and how my mom got herself arrested again, and what kind of kid I was before all that. But honestly? I don’t feel like gettin’ into it. Not because it doesn’t matter. It’s just that once you’ve spent a night in the woods with four friends you don’t trust, one dead flashlight, and something breathing too close behind you, all that other stuff sort of pales in comparison.

      

      

      When the new girl pushed through the double doors of school, the blue tips of her hair whipped in the October wind. The whole school was buzzing with the news. We didn’t get many new kids in Bodark. People were always moving away from, not into town. But word was a girl named Clover had moved in with her grandma. That’s all any of us knew, but it was plenty.

      “Rex Miller,” my best friend, Kordt, called from the stairs leading down to our classroom. “Hold up.”

      Kordt’s short hair stood on end no matter what he did to it. Sometimes I thought there was so much inside his head trying to get out it seeped into his follicles. His straight, sandy hair was nearly the opposite of my black mess, but that wasn’t the end of our contradictions. Kordt Dugan never met a stranger. Give him five minutes and he could befriend a recluse in witness protection. I wanted to talk to people, I did. But as soon as they started looking at me, my brain froze up, and the words I wanted to say refused to come out. So, generally, I skipped the whole humiliating thing and just talked to the same three or four people.

      “New girl,” I said and nodded toward her.

      Kordt and I watched as she peeked into an open doorway. Her jean jacket was frayed at the bottom, and probably not because she bought it that way. She was tall, maybe as tall as Kordt, but something about her was strange. Her legs were long. Too long. So long that her jeans did not reach all the way down to her odd-looking boots, which, combined with the wild hair and frayed jacket screamed OFF. It was obvious she wasn’t from around here, but also clear from the look she gave me when she caught me staring she couldn’t have cared less. I kept staring; I couldn’t help it. There was so much to see.

      A teacher finally broke the connection by saying something to the girl and pointing across the hall. And without another glance in my direction, the new girl strode right into my seventh-grade class. I threw an elbow to keep Kordt behind me, and the race to our desks was on even though the tardy bell was still two
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