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      These stories are dedicated to my mom, Josephine Oreto and to my

      dearest friend, Jack Daves.

      

      My mom let me read anything I wanted as a kid, as long as I

      understood, she’d be reading it too. She never once told me my choices

      were bad or silly. She just read the stories and occasionally said,

      “Jason, that was weird.”

      

      Jack Daves taught me to see the world through his own very special

      lens. A lens that showed me every inch of this earth is steeped in

      magic and mystery.

      

      I wish the two of them were still around to read these stories.

      

      I hope Jack would tell me my writing captured some of that magic he

      showed me. And I’m positive Mom would read the last page, close the

      book, and say “Jason, that was weird.”
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      I like writing intros to stuff I love (especially considering my selectiveness is legendary-verging-upon-monstrous). But this one is different. Frank is one of my oldest, dearest friends. We’ve been writing stories together, for each other, and at each other…into the double digits of years. Heck, we even edited a couple-a wonderful anthologies together for Triangulation.

      The writing you’re about to discover here (in the dark) has the narrative warmth and invention of the old guard—Charles Beaumont, Ray Bradbury, Richard Matheson, Flannery O’Connor—and the audacity of Joe Lansdale, Gene Wolfe, Joe Hill, China Miéville.

      If you’re thinking being too close makes me an unreliable witness, well, I understand, but when you’ve been in the trenches together for as long as we have, honesty is more than a kindness: being clear-eyed is a survival skill. When one of us drifts off the path, the other is expected to give a swift, sharp poke. Like brothers. But I ain’t his mom and he ain’t mine—there’s been plenty I’ve hated and plenty I’ve taken him to task for in the process of reading and critiquing pretty much every story he’s ever penned.

      So listen. This is no mundane ride you’re strapping in for. Don’t expect the luxury of being able to flip forward to see what’s next—at least not before the curtain falls on the tale you’re in. Frank is a spellcaster, and a good story is like a spell and like a dream, enfolding you and taking the routines and sameness of your real life away for as long as it lasts. The best ones (and I’m not lying when I say I think you’ll find a few in here) actually make your real life just a little bit easier to go back to.

      You know that story you read last year that blew your mind, but you forgot to write down the author's name? That wild podcast you listened to with the monster that’s still clawing around in your brain? And weren’t you just telling your friend about that story in the best anthology you read last year, by old what’s-his-name?

      I’ve watched people slowly get on board with Oreto and his work. “Oh, the baby eating story guy!” The blank stares when I mention his name are slowly filtering away and the dopamine punch of the memory of what he’s done to us, where he’s taken us—into the mine field of possibility and impossibility—is coming to dominate. And that is right and fitting.

      “Oh, he’s the guy who wrote the…” Yeah, the story about the massive, blood-thirsty sea monkey changed by its journey into space, that would get negative attention from the estate of a certain famous astronaut if it weren’t so good. Or the baby-eating story, “All God’s Children Got Reasons,” with characters so sympathetic you get implicated in the unthinkable. Purveyor of worlds’ ends, strange states, and the boundaries of everything that can be considered human. He’s that kind of writer, sitting you down in his parlor without a word—scent of whiskey in the air, twinkle in his eye—and taking you somewhere strange, somewhere you’ve had the good sense never to imagine.

      Oh, but wait. I’m saying too much. You came here for surprises. Lucky you: impossible things are about to happen to you.

      

      —Bram Stoker Award–nominated short-story author and editor

      Douglas Gwilym

      Pittsburgh, 8 Sept 2025
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      The bowling alley smells of stale beer, and the ghosts of a thousand cigarettes smoked down to the filter. Men in matching shirts roll balls. They’re middle-aged, with receding hairlines and beer bellies. But their arms are wiry with factory floor muscle, and their laughter sounds mean and at someone else’s expense.

      You try to ignore them. You're on a mission. And it has nothing to do with strikes and spares. At the counter, a bald man in a stained white tank top sprays disinfectant into a line of red, green, and pink bowling shoes. He speaks without looking up. “It’s league night.”

      “What?”

      “League night. No non-league play until after 10pm.”

      “I’m not here to bowl.” You lean in, lowering your voice even though there’s no one within earshot. “I’m here for the other thing.”

      “The other thing?” The question somehow doesn’t sound like a question.

      What if you’re wrong? What If the rumors are just that?

      The bald man finally looks up. He has dark flint-chip eyes. “Maybe you should leave. Or maybe I should put on a pair of size twelves and kick your ass up and down a few lanes.”

      You think he could do it. He isn’t a big guy, but thick bands of scar tissues cover his knuckles. Need gives you courage.

      “I want the stories.”

      “Fuck off.” The man’s voice is loud. Some of the league men turn and stare.

      You don’t fuck off. You do nothing. Just wait.

      The bald man disinfects a few more shoes. Finally, he sighs. “Okay. Fine. Do it then.”

      You blink. Feel a trickle of sweat run down the small of your back. “How do I…”

      “Jesus Christ. What did you think was going to happen here? You’d put on your footy pajamas, and I’d maybe tuck you in. They’re not those kinds of stories. These are the ones that lodge in your brain and stay there. If that’s what you want, then you got to pull the trigger yourself.”

      Your mouth is dry. You know he’s right. But you're afraid to say it. Afraid to admit your need. “Just tell me what I have to do”

      “It’s easy,” he says and gives you a slow smile full of tombstone gray teeth. “Just turn the page.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL GOD’S CREATURES GOT REASONS

          

        

      

    

    
      The heavyset man in the red tank top did not look like a monster. He squatted in front of the stroller and waved at the child inside. The young mother, a pretty woman in a green blouse, smiled with pride.

      Across the street, Lonnie Phelps took in the scene from where he sat in front of Java Jive. “Mighty nice kid you got there, ma’am,” he said, filling in the unheard dialogue. The kid did look cute, from what Lonnie could see—little sailor hat peeking from the stroller. Probably only a bit older than my Ryan.

      Lonnie sipped his coffee. When he looked back up, Tank Top was holding the baby. He had a big grin on his face, but the mother wasn’t smiling anymore. She put her hands out to take the child back, but Tank Top ignored her.

      “What the hell?” asked Lonnie.

      The mom put a hand on Tank Top’s forearm, her mouth moving fast.

      Give back the baby. Lonnie willed the action from where he sat. But his thoughts were no more effective than the mother’s words.

      Tank Top winked at the woman. It was that slow kind of wink where you get your whole face involved—a get-a-load-of-me sort of wink. Lonnie could feel the teasing contempt. Then the man opened his mouth wider than should have been possible and shoved the crying baby’s entire head inside.

      The mother screamed and grabbed at the baby’s flailing legs, but the man in the tank top whirled away. One heavy arm lashed out at the woman while the other shoved the child further into his mouth. His lips and jaws stretched wider to accommodate the narrow shoulders.

      Lonnie ran across the street. Scene details popped in his mind like flashbulbs: a stroller turned on its side, a bottle of formula rolling toward the traffic.

      The baby-eater now lay on the sidewalk in a fetal position, protecting his meal from the horrified onlookers. A single leg protruded from the man’s mouth, a tiny blue sock hanging half off the foot.

      Lonnie reached the sidewalk with no idea how he could help. He pushed through the growing crowd. The mother clawed bloody gouges in the baby eater’s face. A bike messenger kicked the man, yelling, “Stop it, dude,” each time his worn Timberland connected.

      As Lonnie got close, the baby-eater rolled and scrambled back from the crowd on bleeding elbows until he had pressed himself against the wall of Pizza Sola. Between his wide yellowed teeth poked five pink toes—all that remained of the child. Tank Top pushed them into his mouth. His hand disappeared up to his forearm, tamping down his obscene meal. Lonnie could hear the wet, rhythmic sound of the man swallowing.

      Lonnie grabbed the man beneath the armpits and hauled him to his feet. “You sick bastard,” he yelled. He launched his knee upward into the man’s gut, hoping somehow to make him throw the child back up. Where were the police, an ambulance? Could they cut the kid out?

      The man lurched forward, wrapping Lonnie in a bear hug. He shoved his drool-slick cheek against Lonnie’s. “Forget it, man, I finished,” he said. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “Me?” Lonnie bellowed, pulling away.

      The baby eater let go and shoved Lonnie with both hands. Lonnie stumbled backward straight into the mother in the green blouse.

      “Watch it,” she said.

      Lonnie froze. The woman wasn’t screaming anymore. She just looked annoyed. “Your baby,” said Lonnie. “I’m so sorry.”

      “What baby?” the woman raised her hands, palms out, toward Lonnie. Her voice placating now and a little nervous. “I think you must have me confused with someone else. I’m going to go now.”

      “Wait. The baby. That guy⁠—.”

      A tall man stepped between Lonnie and the woman who didn’t seem to remember that her baby had just been eaten.

      “Dude, hey. Back off,” the tall man said. It was the bike messenger, the one who had kicked the baby-eater. He put a hand on Lonnie’s shoulder. “You been drinking, dude?” The mother took the opportunity to hurry away.

      Lonnie looked around in a slow circle. The stroller wasn’t on the street anymore. The crowd was gone. He spotted the baby eater leaning against the wall, staring at him. His face still glistened with a pink sheen of blood and saliva. Fear lit up the man’s face, and he looked away.

      “Did you see the baby?” Lonnie asked the bike messenger.

      The messenger shrugged. “No, dude. I think you need to sit down. Did you lose your kid?”

      Lonnie shook his head. “No. I’m all right.” He was not. Lonnie walked to a nearby bus shelter and sat. What just happened?

      He looked back through the shelter’s glass enclosure. The baby eater was gone. Lonnie’s heart slammed in his chest. Adrenaline still pumped through his system, making his stomach queasy. People walked by, taking in the spring air. No weeping mother, no police cars.

      Jesus Christ, he thought, did I beat the hell out of some guy for no reason? Lonnie leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and took a deep breath.

      He should call Janet. Hey, Honey, I’m hallucinating people swallowing babies. Yeah, right. Sure, he was under a lot of stress. They both were. That’s why she had insisted he take some time for himself this afternoon. So what? All new parents are stressed, but they don’t all have waking nightmares. Unless something else was wrong. Lonnie leaned back with his eyes closed and imagined a future full of CAT scans and Thorazine.

      I’ll sit here for a few more minutes, get my shit together, and then call. Janet would say go to the emergency room. Lonnie wondered if they’d let him leave.

      Someone sat down beside him. “You remember me?” The voice had the slightly high nasal accent of the true Pittsburgh native. Lonnie looked to his left and saw the balding, sweaty face of the baby eater smiling back at him.

      “Shit!” Lonnie sprang to his feet, fists clenched. His breath came in painful bursts. He wanted to hit the guy, wanted to run, wanted to know if the man sitting on the bench was even real.

      “Aw, dammit,” said the man in the tank top. “You remember all right.” He rubbed a stubby-fingered hand over his mouth. A mouth that was wide, but nowhere near the obscenely gaping maw Lonnie remembered.

      “It’s okay,” the baby eater said.

      “I saw you eat that kid.” Lonnie gave the accusation in a stage whisper. Aware of the people walking by.

      “No, no. I know that’s what it looked like, but—“ the man waved a hand in dismissal. “It was more like, um, a magic trick. An illusion. You get me?”

      Lonnie didn’t reply, too upset to answer.

      “I’m Doug Kozlowski.” The man held out a large meaty hand. Lonnie did not shake it. Kozlowski shrugged. “Yeah, I get it. Hey, I bet you could use a drink. Why don’t you let me buy you one?”

      Lonnie only stared at the man.

      “Come on, kid. I know how you feel. A minute ago, you thought you were ready for a rubber-roomed Hilton, right? You’re not crazy. This is good news.”

      That got through to Lonnie. He had been thinking right along those lines. Something tight in his chest loosened a little, and his clenched fists opened. “You’re saying it was some sort of joke?”

      “That’s right, something like that. We’ll go have a couple of drinks. I’ll explain things. Life goes on.” Kozlowski pulled his barrel-chested bulk upright and walked down Carson Street.

      Lonnie didn’t want a drink but he sure as hell needed answers. So, he followed.

      Irene’s Bar and Grill was an old-fashioned place. Lots of dark wood and only two beers on tap. Kozlowski pointed to a booth with high wooden dividers for privacy and hooks for your hat. Lonnie slid in.

      Kozlowski went to the bar and ordered. He came back with a bottle of beer and a tumbler of whiskey filled almost to the top. He set the glass in front of Lonnie.” I got you a triple.”

      Lonnie picked up the glass considering it. “No,” he finally said. “You tell me what the hell just happened.”

      “Okay. Here it is. You know how I said it was like a magic trick, me eating that baby?”

      Lonnie nodded.

      “It’s a little more complicated than that. Uh… You know, you really should have that drink.”

      Lonnie set the glass down.

      “Suit yourself. The thing is…” Kozlowski paused, an embarrassed smile on his lips. “I did eat the kid. You think you saw me choke down that baby because that’s exactly what happened. At least you’re not crazy.”

      “You said it was a joke. They were actors, weren’t they? I’m probably already on YouTube’s sickest home videos, right?”

      “You saw me do it. Did it look like a special effect to you?”

      Lonnie’s head began to throb in a slow painful rhythm. He squeezed his eyes shut. Maybe I’m still in the bus enclosure talking to myself, he thought. Hell, maybe I’m strapped down in some mental hospital already.

      He lifted the whiskey and took a deep swallow. The amber fluid burned down his throat realistically enough. “But where did the fucking stroller go? Why did no one remember what you did except me?”

      “That’s where the magic trick comes in. ‘Cept not so much the trick part. You see, when I eat a kid, I eat ‘em all. I’m not talking about the meaty parts. I eat everything. Like cosmic-shit everything. His first smile, the nine months he spent giving his mama heartburn. I even eat the Friday night his mom and pop put Marvin Gaye on the stereo and got it on. You getting me?”

      “No,” said Lonnie. “You’re crazy.”

      “What’s with you and crazy? Give it a chance why don’t you? I ate a baby on a city sidewalk in broad daylight. No one is looking for me. The mom doesn’t even remember having a kid. Why? Because she never did. No stroller? She never bought one. I ate that kid right out of the world. No one’s going to come after me because no one knows it happened.”

      “I think you’re screwing with me,” said Lonnie, sounding as unsure as he felt. “Unless I’m just nuts.”

      “Fine,” said Kozlowski. “Go with the crazy theory if it keeps you from pounding on me again.” He looked at Lonnie for a long moment and then gave an embarrassed half shrug. “You know, this is kind of nice.”

      “What’s nice?” asked Lonnie.

      “I never get to talk about it with anybody. The whole kid-eating thing. Well, once, but that didn’t really count. I got a theory, you know?”

      Lonnie took another drink. I should call Janet or just go straight to the hospital. But, he did not want to let go of being sane. Not even if it meant this was real. “You have a theory about what? Why you eat babies?” He tried to speak calmly, but his voice broke.

      “Sort of. It’s more why God wants me to do it.”

      “You’re blaming God?”

      “Sure, people blame God for all kinds of shit. Seriously, though, why the hell else would I eat little kids? All God’s creatures got a reason. You think a buzzard just loves the taste of all that dead stuff? No. He eats it because it’s his whatchyacallit—his nature. God’s own flying garbage can. You see? The buzzard though, he got no brain to speak of. So he never asks, ‘what am I doing eating this crap? I’d rather have steak and a nice potato.’ Me, I wonder. So, I got this theory. “

      “I don’t believe in God,” said Lonnie. The whiskey was taking effect, softening the edges of his vision.

      “After what you just saw, I’d think you’d have a bit more of an open mind.”

      Lonnie did not have a ready answer for that.

      “Anyway, here’s my theory—Hitler.” Koslowski held his hands out in a see-what-I-mean gesture.

      “Hitler?” Lonnie shook his head. “I don’t think I’m following.”

      Koslowski sighed. “Hitler,” he said again. “Okay, you know how Hitler is like the worst guy ever, right? All those sci-fi writers always have people going back in time to kill him, but just making things worse. With me so far?”

      “Yeah,” mumbled Lonnie. “Hitler, bad dude.”

      “So these kids I eat, they must be worse. God gives me a hankering for babies that would be the next Hitlers. And I eat them.”

      “So, why didn’t God have somebody eat the real baby Hitler?” asked Lonnie.

      “Fair point. I got to assume, being a lowly functionary, I am not privy to the big plan. Because if there ain’t no reason, that means I’m some sort of monster. And a man can’t live like that.”

      “You are a monster,” said Lonnie. “I can’t explain that other stuff. The baby never existing afterward shit, but you took a laughing little baby⁠—.”

      “Baby Hitler.”

      “A baby,” Lonnie repeated. “And you ate him. You are a monster. Maybe God’s monster if it makes you feel better, but still a piece-of-shit-baby-killing monster.”

      Koslowski shook his head. “You know, I met this guy once. Like me. I mean, he did what I do.”

      “Another of God’s Monsters?” Lonnie asked.

      “Yeah. But, he was a little like you too. He didn’t think there was a reason. I saw him eat this kid. A little girl, maybe six-years-old, pigtails and all. Fat little thing. Took for-freaking-ever. I talked to him afterward, like we’re talking now. He’d tried to kill himself a few dozen times. Knives, nooses, bullets. He thought he was a monster and couldn’t live with it. Even when he realized all that self-inflicted pain wasn’t doing the job, he never stopped trying. It’s bad enough to have to eat babies. No way I wanted to be like him. The poor bastard begged me to do it.”

      “Wait a second,” Lonnie said, the whiskey thickening his words a little. “What’d he beg?”

      “He told me I was his replacement. That’s why I could remember him eating the little girl.”

      Lonnie’s eyes widened. He straightened from his half-drunk slouch with enough violence to almost upend Kozlowski’s beer bottle.

      “He said I had to eat him. Then he could be done. I’m telling you, the sap was crying with relief at the idea.”

      “No fucking way am I your replacement,” hissed Lonnie. “I got a kid of my own, for God’s sake.”

      “Hey, I concur,” said Kozlowski. “You can only take this fate thing so far, right? The problem is, you saw what I did, and you remember me. I’m pretty sure that means you’re next in line for the job.”

      “I’m not eating you,” said Lonnie.

      Kozlowski nodded. “Damn right. I thought we’d try something different.” He lifted the beer bottle as he spoke and slammed it against Lonnie’s head.

      Lonnie fell out of the booth onto the floor. He touched the side of his head and pulled away a blood-smeared hand.

      Kozlowski knelt over Lonnie. His distended mouth looked like the open end of a mop bucket. It gave his voice a deep, hollow tone. “Relax kid, in a little while it’ll be like you never existed.”

      The bartender screamed.

      Lonnie scuttled backward as the tooth-lined maw descended toward him.

      “Hold still,” boomed Kozlowski. He reached down, scrabbling for Lonnie’s collar.

      Lonnie didn’t know if he was crazy, dreaming, or maybe in line to become God’s monster, but he knew he did not want to be eaten by Doug Kozlowski. So, Lonnie opened his mouth and lunged.

      Something expanded in his skull. Bones snapped and jittered. It hurt like hell for a second and then felt good, like a satisfying crack of the knuckles. Kozlowski’s arm was wedged in Lonnie’s throat almost to the elbow. The two men looked at each other for a long moment and then Lonnie bit down hard. Flesh tore, and bones snapped until Lonnie’s teeth came together with a click and he swallowed.

      Kozlowski’s hate-filled bellow of pain joined the bartender’s screams. “You don’t even want the god-damned job, you stupid sonuvabitch!” Blood spouted from his sheared off forearm.

      Lonnie pulled himself to his feet. Strength poured into him from some unknown source.

      Kozlowski turned, spraying blood in an arc. He tried to run, but Lonnie had him by the tank top straps.

      “What I want is for you not to be here anymore,” Lonnie said. Then he swallowed Kozlowski’s head down to the neck and began to chew.

      It took the better part of an hour. Lonnie ate with a compulsive efficiency, never pausing. As if once he had made the decision, he’d gone on cannibalistic autopilot.

      The police came. Lonnie heard the sirens, felt the ineffective blows of nightsticks raining down on his back and head. He was sure someone shot him. But it all seemed distant somehow, and he never stopped eating.

      Finally, he finished. Lonnie took a deep breath and spat blood on the barroom floor. He stood and gazed down at himself, surprised he didn’t look like a python that just ate a cow. A man stumbled into him slipping on the pool of blood that covered the floor. It was a cop. He didn’t even look at Lonnie. Instead, he motioned to the woman tending bar. “You got to clean up this spill. Someone’s going to kill themselves.”

      The bartender looked from her book to the floor and sighed. “I’ll get a mop.”

      As Lonnie watched, the blood grew pale—just spilled beer now. He stood at the bar catching his breath. There was no blood on his clothes, no gash in the side of his head where Kozlowski’s beer bottle had shattered. The bartender smiled at him and asked if he wanted a drink. Lonnie ordered a shot of whiskey, a single this time. He drank it slow and tried to think.

      Maybe if Lonnie had really been crazy, he could have pretended it never happened. No Kozlowski, no baby from before. He’d just had some sort of incident, a psychotic break. But Lonnie knew with cold certainty he was not crazy. He was God’s monster.

      He paid for the drink and walked out onto Carson Street. The sun sat lower in the sky, but it was still a beautiful day. An older woman, Grandma no doubt, moved toward Lonnie on the bustling sidewalk pushing a double stroller. Twins burbled away happily in the seats. Lonnie closed his eyes. Please no, please no, please no. When he opened them again, the woman had passed him and was halfway down the block. I didn’t try to eat them, he thought. But what if they were just good kids, future Ghandis? No, he thought, I can beat this thing. I’ll resist it. Or go somewhere with hardly any people. An island maybe. It’d be a hard sell to Janet, but they would make it work.

      Lonnie’s phone began to buzz in his pocket. He pulled it out. Janet’s name flashed on the screen along with a picture of a boy in blue footie pajamas. Lonnie looked at his six-month-old son, and a spasm went through his body. He had always been filled with love and pride when he saw Ryan, but now there was another feeling, stronger than both.

      Hunger.

      Lonnie put the phone back in his pocket without answering. He looked down Tenth Street at the line of skyscrapers rising from the golden triangle. He thought of the man Kozlowski had replaced—the one who could not accept being a monster. That man had tried to stop himself. “Knives, guns, nooses,” Kozlowski had said. Maybe the guy just hadn’t tried hard enough. Lonnie didn’t remember Kozlowski mentioning tall buildings in the litany of the man’s attempts. He began to walk. The PPG Tower looked to be about forty stories high. It would do for a start.
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      Janice opened the ornately carved doors of St. Barnabus and slipped inside the cool quiet sanctuary. She glanced up at the enormous face of Jesus staring down at her from over the pulpit but didn’t stop to pray. She was not here to worship. She was here because of her grandmother. Or baba if you’d grown up in Pittsburgh’s South Side like Janice had. This church had been part of Baba’s trinity—God, Bingo, and Pierogi.

      God and bingo Janice had come along for. The call and response of the liturgy always calmed her, made Janice believe for a moment there was a plan for the world, and her life was a part of it. And bingo could actually be fun. Not so much the game itself, but the stories Baba and the others told over cigarettes and ham barbecue. Stories they would never repeat in the house of God. The pierogi making, Janice had stayed away from.

      Baba had chided her, especially when things turned bad with Rob. She firmly believed good cooking made a good marriage. “Come make pierogi with us,” she would say, reading the worried look on Janice’s face. “You feed your man, show him respect, and if that don’t work so well, you feed him again.”

      But the pierogi ladies scared Janice. They gathered every Wednesday, making hundreds of the potato and cheese filled dumplings to sell for the church. As a child, she would peek in the large basement kitchen, watching them at their work. They’d seemed too much like the crones from her fairy tales. Speaking words Janice didn’t understand and cackling with laughter. They seemed even more crone-like now—all wrinkles and sagging flesh as Janice entered the Church kitchen.

      Condolences in both English and Polish washed over her as the women approached. “We loved your baba so much. She will be missed.” They didn’t ask why Janice hadn’t been at the funeral. Quick glances at her closed right eye and swollen lip advertised the answer.

      “Baba said Zofia should teach me to make pierogi,” Janet said after the initial wave of conversation died away. “For my husband.”

      The women said nothing for a long moment. Only exchanged thoughtful glances as if years of cooking together made speech unnecessary. Finally, Ava, a round-faced woman as wide as she was tall, nodded and took Janice’s hands in her own.

      “Of course. Your baba knew best.”

      The crones led her to a long, steel table at the rear of the room. Zofia, the oldest of them, stood alone, eyes white with cataracts, pressing dough into paper-thin circles. The women left Janice there and went back to their own mixing and shaping.

      Janice stood in silence, watching Zofia’s rapid, dexterous movements. The woman’s skin didn’t sag like the others. Instead, it wrapped around her thin bones mummy tight. Fine wrinkles lined that skin like spidery letters in a language Janice couldn’t decipher. Pregnant seconds ticked by. Was the old woman deaf as she was blind? Janice wondered. Does she even know I’m here?

      Without warning, Zofia’s flour-dusted hands rose. Her long, thin fingers probed Janice, somehow locating each spot where Rob had hit her. With each touch, the old woman’s face grew darker. Zofia spoke in Polish. Janice only understood bits and pieces of the words. However, she knew what was required. Watch. Listen. Do what I do.

      So, Zofia taught Janice to make pierogi. Shaping dough, mixing the potato, onion, and cheese. Much of the process, Janice was familiar with. She’d watched Baba perform the same steps a thousand times in her tiny kitchen on Pious Street.

      But there were differences. A way of holding your left hand, three fingers splayed, two curled, as your right hand drew symbols in the scattered flour. And the words. Harsh and jagged, completely unlike the Polish Janice grew up hearing. Words that made Janice’s mouth tingle as if she’d eaten hot peppers and, once spoken, fled her mind completely.

      Janice felt dizzy. The dough burned her hands and odd colors flowed over the filling. She saw Rob’s face. His anger. She remembered the love she’d felt for him, once so huge and all consuming. How his rage transformed those feelings to fear and despair as miraculously as God’s love transformed communion wine into blood. “He’s going to kill me one day, Baba.” So, Baba had told her what she needed to do.

      Janice wept, mourning the loss of her Baba, of her marriage. The hot tears flowed down her cheeks, adding themselves to the flour, eggs, and oil. Janice blinked away the tears to find Zofia’s blind eyes upon her.

      Rough hands found hers, stopping their motion. Janice blinked again. Her mind tingled like a sleeping limb regaining circulation. A plate stacked with half-moon shaped pierogi lay on the table before her.

      Zofia spoke for the first time in English. “Not for you.”

      As Janice walked from the church, the special pierogi covered with a napkin, she heard her Baba as clearly as if the dead woman walked beside her: “You feed your man; show him respect. And if it work out not so well, you feed him again.”

      A week later, there was another funeral. This one Janice did attend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE CARE AND FEEDING OF HOUSEHOLD GODS

          

        

      

    

    
      Paul started the day’s third load of laundry and shoved the detergent back on the shelf. He paused, struck by something familiar in the plastic jug’s shape. Easter Island. Those mysterious stone idols in Ripley’s Believe It or Not he’d gaped at as a kid. The handle formed the nose. The slope of the jug provided the long cheekbones. Needs eyes. Did the Easter Island heads have eyes? Paul listened for the kids. No crying, only the sounds of the PAW Patrol on TV, solving problems with the power of friendship.

      Paul dug through the shit-we-always-need drawer and found a red Sharpie. He took down the jug and started drawing. Two wide triangular eyes, the red circles of the irises slightly too close together. Slashes for the cheekbones. Finally, a thin line of a mouth, the ends sinking into a judgemental frown. Back on the shelf, the jug gazed down, cold and unsympathetic.

      Not Easter Island, Paul decided, better. “Behold, Washor, god of all laundry.”

      “Daddy, Sam smells funny,” said Jack from the living room.

      “Okay, Jack. Thanks for the update.”

      “Her pants are brown.”

      “No, they aren’t, they’re blue.” Aw shit. “I’m coming, Jack.” He turned to go but stopped short. Had to show Washor the proper respect. “Oh, great Washor, I beseech you, by the power of your holy phosphates: Make my whites whiter and my colors bright. And do what you can about the poop stains.”

      With two kids under five, Paul didn’t get a lot of downtime. Lunch, snacks, park for a playdate, feed Hamilton the hamster, attempt naps, find escaped Hamilton the hamster. And of course, the constant diaper changes and ever more laundry. The day blurred.

      “What’s that, Daddy?” Jack gestured to Washor, glaring down at them as they pulled clothes from the dryer.

      “Oh, just a little arts and crafts project Daddy did. Like Him?”

      “He looks mean.”

      “Nah, but he does take laundry very seriously.” Paul shook out a tiny onesie. “No poop stains. All praise to Washor.” He looked down at Jack, expecting a grin. The boy found poop hilarious. Instead, Jack’s face scrunched in distaste as he stared at the laundry god. Everybody’s an art critic. “Go check on Samantha, buddy. Make sure she hasn’t escaped the playpen. Don’t wake her if she’s asleep.”
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