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Description of Hunter

Before she hunted monsters, Sunshine Walkingstick was a mom. And she'd do anything to protect her son.

I loved my boy Henry more'n anything in the whole wide world. Despite the way his daddy walked out on me when he found out I was pregnant. Despite having to drop out of high school when I was just a kid to raise him on my own. I loved him with my whole heart.

So when it come time for him to start school, I done my best by him, from buying him new school clothes to planning an end-of-summer picnic celebration.

Then I did something no mama should do: I trusted the deep wood.

And I learned just how far I'd go to keep my precious boy safe.

What would you do for your young'un? What wouldn't you do?
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Now

For a long time, all I remembered was the blood. 

A small puddle on the side of the trail.

Splashes marring the deep green gloss of rhododendron leaves.

Then the worst of it, that final spot. The sharp scent of something unnatural. The sticky feel of dried blood under my hand. Dark fluid sliding off the blade of a knife into the churned-up loam.

You’d think I’d remember the love and the laughter, but no. It was always the hollow pain what filled my mind, the pain and the blood.

So much blood.

Then

A week before school started and Henry was driving me plumb up the wall. 

I hopped through the trailer, tugging on one boot after t’other. We had to be halfway across the county at the elementary school in an hour for a meeting with his first-grade teacher. Open house, the letter from the school said. From the giggles and squeaks coming from Henry’s room, I reckoned he was bouncing on his bed rather’n brushing his teeth like I told him to.

I sighed. If there’s one thing I couldn’t stand, it was being late.

“Henry,” I hollered. “Get them teeth brushed right now, you hear?”

“Yes, Mama,” he hollered back.

The bedsprings went to squeaking again, and danged if he didn’t giggle.

I bit back a grin of my own. That boy.

I stopped off at the rickety kitchen table, pulled out a metal framed chair, and set my booted foot on the cracked vinyl cushion, then got to work tying my boots. The trailer was a singlewide, signed over to me by my mama when she learnt I was pregnant with Henry. She coulda lost it when she killed Daddy, but my uncle Fame’s lawyer, one Tom Arrowood, managed to finagle it so’s I could get it instead.

That was years back. Fame, Mama’s oldest brother, took me in and raised me as his own. I stayed with him right through Henry’s birth, ‘til my boy was old enough to crawl and I could find a job in Clayton bussing tables and whatnot. Enough to support the two of us. God knowed Henry’s daddy hadn’t lifted a hand to help out. 

No sirree, that son of a gun hightailed it across the state line the minute he planted a babe in my belly. I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him since, and I was too stubborn, and maybe too proud, to go after him for child support like Mr. Arrowood said I should.

The way I figured it, a man shouldn’t have to be chased down to provide for his own young’un. 

I shook off the bitterness and stomped my feet against the faded linoleum floor, then set off toward Henry’s room, strolling across the puke green shag carpeting in long strides.

“Henry!” I said, loud enough to where I knowed he could hear me. “You best be brushing them teeth, boy, or I’m gonna set the Kissy Monster after you for sure this time.”

Henry burst into a series of frantic giggles right about the same time as the bedsprings squeaked real loud twice in a row. Feet scampered across the carpeted floor, then his door flew open and out he popped, all three feet seven inches of him. His face was thin like mine and topped a body that hit somewhere between sturdy and scrawny, and his ears stuck out like somebody was holding ‘em.

“No, Mama,” he said around his laughter. “Not the Kissy Monster!”

I was already there at the door, grinning just ‘cause he was, too. I scooped him up and held his squirming little boy’s body high, rubbing my face into his stomach while he wiggled and screamed out a laugh. 

“Time for the Kissy Monster,” I said, my voice muffled against his midsection.

“I was going to, Mama!”

“Too late, Mister! You shoulda brushed them teeth when I told you to.”

“I will, I will!” he said, but it really was too late. I was at his bed by then, a twin-sized hand-me-down left over from my own days as a young’un. The covers was messed up good from him jumping up and down on it. In his shoes, no less. 

Me and him’d have a little talk about that later. First things first.

I tossed him lightly onto the bed, then followed him down and pinned him to the mattress. “Lessee. How many kisses you reckon the Kissy Monster is gonna have to dole out this time?”

“None, Mama,” Henry said, grinning for bear. 

Which of course made me wanna kiss him all the more.

I growled real big and started kissing his cheeks, and he squirmed and tried to push me off, laughing all the while. Finally, when we was both out of breath, I flopped onto my side and let him go, propping myself up on one elbow so I could see him good.

He sucked in a laughing breath and faced me, placing one tiny hand on my cheek. His eyes was brown like mine, though happier’n mine ever been, and his skin was caught somewhere between tan and bronze, a result of his mixed heritage. My own daddy was Cherokee, God rest him, and Mama was pure mountain, which put Henry at about one quarter Cherokee.

I coulda got him on the Roll, if I’da knowed how, but since I never was enrolled in the Eastern Band that I knowed of, I reckoned it weren’t worth the bother. 

I brushed a fingertip along one of Henry’s Dumbo-sized ears and pressed a final kiss to his button nose. “You learnt your lesson yet?”

His eyes got round and solemn, though there was a twinkle in ‘em that no amount of hardship could dim. “I’ll be good, Mama.”

He was already good, about the best young’un I ever seen, but I was too afraid of giving him the big head to say so. 

Instead, I brushed his wild, brown hair into something close to order. “You ready to meet your teacher?”

Henry’s smile faded and his face scrunched up into worry. “You reckon she’s nice?”

“Yup, as nice as can be.” 

It was a fib, but not much of one. I hadn’t ever met his teacher so I couldn’t say for sure how nice she was. Heard good things about her, though. Leastwise, Dori Kildare said she was nice and I hadn’t ever knowed Dori to lie about nothing.

“Does she read?” he said.

I laughed and rolled onto my back, tucking him against my side with his head on my shoulder. “Henry, baby, ever teacher reads. That’s part of their job.”

“But will she read to me?”

“Oh, baby.” I sighed and pressed a kiss to the top of his head. “You’re gonna have so much fun at school. There’s gonna be kids to play with and a big ol’ playground and so many books in the library, you won’t hardly know what to do with yourself.”

“But will she like me?”

His voice was so small it set my heart to aching. I kissed him again, just ‘cause I could. “She’s gonna love you, just like me, but only if you get them teeth brushed.”

“I best go do that,” he said, then he sat up and scooted off the bed. “We don’t wanna be late.”

I huffed out a laugh. “How come you ain’t in a hurry when I need you to be?”

“Sorry, Mama,” he called, and I just shook my head. That boy.

I scooted off the bed myself and straightened the covers, then snagged my keys and driver’s license while Henry finished up. Before I got too far along, there was a knock on the trailer’s front door and a soft voice called, “Sunshine?”

I grinned and hopped to opening the door, and there was Missy, my uncle’s best gal. “Howdy, Missy. You’re just in time. We was about to head over to the school to meet Henry’s teacher.”

“He told me,” she said as she stepped inside, wearing a smile what lit up the trailer all by itself. 

Missy was about my height, depending on whether she was wearing shoes or not. Today she was, strappy sandals what managed to be both pretty and practical. Her sable hair was piled into sleek curls atop her head and her skin about glowed above the violet sundress she wore. It was the same color as her eyes. Beat me how she found a dress in that exact shade. 

She bent toward me and kissed my cheek. Under the faint hint of perfume she wore, I caught the oddest smells: fresh mowed grass, the musty scent of a cave or maybe a grave, and the coppery stench of blood. I never asked about it. Them things was just a part of her, but I’d smelled ‘em ever since she stepped outta the woods wearing a near empty backpack, claiming to be a lost hiker.

I shut the door behind her and invited her to sit. “You’re all gussied up today. What’s the big occasion?”

“I have to run into town.” She sank down onto the edge of my worn-out sofa, crossed her ankles to the side, and smoothed the flowing hem of her dress over her knees. “Fame is grilling hamburgers tonight, if you and Henry want to come for supper.”

“Much obliged,” I said, “but we probably won’t get home from the meeting over at the school ‘til late.”

“Tomorrow, then,” she said, her smile easy and sweet. “I’ll talk him into grilling pork chops.”

Henry bopped outta his bathroom right then wearing another grin on top of the brand spanking new clothes I bought him from Walmart last week, a red and blue striped t-shirt worn untucked over khaki colored cargo shorts. It’d took me all year to save up for his school clothes, but by golly, save I did. No way was my boy showing up on his first day of school in hand-me-downs the way I done. I weren’t giving his classmates nothing to make fun of him over, the way kids made fun of me.

‘Course, half of that funning was because of what my mama done, leastwise during middle and high school. But I took plenty of guff for not having new clothes, too. Kids was cruel. I aimed to spare my boy as much of that as I could.

Missy cuddled Henry for a minute, sending him into another spate of giggles. Much as I hated to, I cut ‘em short before they got too far gone for either of ‘em to listen to me. We was sure enough gonna be late if we didn’t shake a leg. That weren’t a good foot to start the school year off on.
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Daddy’s IROC cranked on the first twist of the key. I goosed the gas pedal, savoring the roar of the engine as Henry climbed into his booster seat and buckled up. The IROC was another inherited relic Fame’d saved for me. He kept it running like a top, too, ‘til I was old enough to get my driver’s license. 

The thing was as old as me, which was good and bad. Good ‘cause I could work on it myself, if I was of a mind. Bad ‘cause it was old school. It had power steering, but that was about it. Missy was angling for Fame to get one of them new fangled trucks with power windows. In the IROC, we had to settle for cranking the windows down by hand.

Since it was hotter’n hubs outside, me and Henry rolled the windows all the
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