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  Running, running…branches whipping past, stinging face, hands, bare legs; leaving marks, drawing blood. Something large crashing through the undergrowth behind her, huge lungs working like bellows, sour breath hot against the back of her neck like wind from an open blast furnace. A sound—half growl, half whine—a combination of excitement, anger, and above all, need—wells up from deep inside the thing pursuing her. It sounds close, so very, very close, and she wants to scream, has to, but she’s running too hard, breathing too hard to make any sound beyond a harsh panting. She feels a tightness in her chest as the scream sits there, trapped, building toward a release which may never come.


  If I can just reach the edge of the woods… The thought trails off and dies. Her mind is given over almost entirely to keeping her legs moving, adrenaline pumping, heart and lungs operating at peak efficiency, senses bright and sharp, pushing aside millions of years of evolution so that the tiny, shivering mammal that resides deep within her brain can come to the fore and do what it’s best at: survive.


  That she might not be safe once she escapes the woods—that the very concept of safe itself might be ludicrous—doesn’t occur to her. She just keeps running…breathing in, out, in…gaze focused on the leaves and branches ahead of her, on the scattered patches of light that, if she’s lucky, might just be the edge of the forest.


  A blow between her shoulder blades, as if she’s been struck by a large chunk of flying concrete. Breath whoooooshes out of her lungs, and she flies forward, body half-twisting as she falls toward the ground. Lands on her right side on moist soil and broken twigs, sharp pain in both wrist and elbow. Broken? Maybe, but that’s the least of her problems now. She struggles to roll over, to face the thing that has knocked her down with one of its leonine paws. She doesn’t want to look at it, wants to close her eyes and hide in the darkness within her own skull while the beast does what it will with her. But she’s strong, this one, stronger than she knows, and whatever’s coming next, she intends to look it straight in the eye.


  Once she’s facing the creature, her gaze is captured by the primeval light blazing hot and fierce in its eyes like two ancient suns, and she finds herself unable to look away. She hears a sticky-wet sound as an organ begins to descend from between the beast’s back legs…long, thick as a man’s thigh, viscous fluid welling from the blood-swollen tip. The air fills with a sharp, rank smell that contains a hint of sweetness, and despite her terror—or perhaps in part because of it—her vagina moistens in response.


  The scream she thought would never be born finally tears free from her chest, so loud and shrill she thinks it just might echo among the forest trees forever.


  And then it comes for her.


  Lauren opened her eyes. She didn’t bolt out of bed, chest heaving, heart pounding, body slick with sweat. She just lay there, staring up at the ceiling, breathing softly. She’d had this particular nightmare too many times to be frightened by it anymore.


  She lay on top of the covers, hands folded across her stomach. She was wearing a sun dress—pictures of daisies on a light green background—and her feet were bare. Even though the window was open (no screen, Grandma didn’t like them, said they were a cheat, a way for folks to try to keep the window open and closed at the same time) she was warm, and she was glad she’d thought to put on the dress before she lay down. If she’d kept on her blouse and jeans, she surely would’ve awakened sweltering, if she’d been able to get to sleep at all. It was only mid-May in Trinity Falls, but it could get awful hot in southern Ohio this time of year. She longed for the air-conditioned comfort of her apartment back home, but then she thought, No, the other place, the one with the air conditioner, is just where I live now. This is home. Always has been, always will be, for better or worse.


  She sat halfway up, propping herself on her elbows, and looked around what had once been her bedroom. It had been eleven years since she last slept here, eleven years since she’d left this house and never looked back. Everyone always said the places of your youth seemed smaller when you revisited them, but that hadn’t been Lauren’s experience. The town, her grandmother’s house, this room…everything seemed somehow larger. Maybe, she thought wryly, it was she who had somehow grown smaller.


  An instant after thinking that, she realized it wasn’t a very amusing thought. Not at all.


  The walls were still the same powder blue, the floors still polished hardwood. Her mahogany dresser still sat beneath the (currently open) window, which was still framed by white lace curtains. On the floor in front of it was her suitcase and a smaller travel case containing her make-up and toiletries. Hanging on the back of the door was the full-length mirror she had stood before so many times, checking to make sure her clothes and hair were just so. On more than one occasion she’d stood before that same mirror, naked, examining her body, trying to view it as a man might, wondering if someone would find her attractive, ultimately unable to answer the question, even with the mirror’s help. Stuffed animals—mostly teddy bears and unicorns—filled a set of shelves on the opposite side of the room from the dresser. The toys were dust-free, and looked as if they’d been brought home from the store yesterday. Grandma was a housekeeping demon, and dust and dirt kept well clear of her home.


  Home. She was surprised to feel herself smiling at the thought, especially considering the reason that she had come back after all this time. Make that reasons, plural.


  She scooted to the edge of the bed and sat there, looking out the window. There was a bit of a breeze, and the edges of the curtains stirred gently, sheer fabric rippling like water. Outside, green grass and oak trees, blue sky and white clouds, the hush of rustling branches and the lilt of birdsong.


  It was a perfect day to bury her father.


  She found her grandmother in the kitchen, making BLTs. Her mother sat at the table, a cup of coffee in front of her, still full. Lauren would bet the coffee had been sitting there long enough to go cold. Her brother Mark stood next to the refrigerator, leaning back against the counter, arms folded, scowling in that way he had. You could never tell whether he was upset about something or just thinking.


  “Sit down, child. I’ll have sandwiches ready in a minute.” Grandma didn’t turn away from the stove to acknowledge Lauren’s presence. She always seemed to know without looking when someone came into a room. She used a fork to move frying bacon around, the meat sizzling and popping. “And don’t give me any ‘How can you expect us to eat today?’ I already had enough of that from your brother.”


  Mark’s scowl deepened, but otherwise he didn’t respond.


  Lauren almost smiled. Now she really knew she was home.


  “A body has to keep his strength up, especially on a day like today.” Grandma lifted bacon out of the pan with her fork and set it on a plate covered with folded paper towels to absorb the worst of the grease. She put the fork down and used another paper towel to blot the top of the bacon. Then, moving with a speed and economy of motion that would’ve been the envy of short-order cooks the world over, she forked the bacon onto already prepared beds of toasted bread, lettuce and tomato, covered them with a final slice of toast each, then carried them to the kitchen table, two plates at a time. Four sandwiches.


  Should be five, Lauren thought, and she felt tears well up. BLTs were her dad’s favorite. He especially liked them in summertime, bacon hot, tomato and lettuce straight out of the fridge, cool and crisp. It was stupid; of all the thousand-thousand things there were to miss about her father, she got teary-eyed because of a sandwich…


  “Sit,” Grandma commanded. “Eat.”


  Neither Mark nor Lauren made a move for the table, and Mother didn’t even look at her sandwich, let alone reach for it.


  “If I went to the work of making the damn things
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