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Dedication

To Writers Under the Arch in St. Louis, whose critique improved these stories and to Sandra Murphy, the Goddess of Editors.

 


Introduction

Chris Bauer likes his stories short, furnished with twists and turns readers won’t see coming. Sit back and enjoy a variety of locations, plots, along with an introduction to very strange people and the worlds they live in. 

 


Fresh Never Frozen

At two o’clock in the morning of the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, the poultry truck pulled away from the dock in a cloud of autumn haze and diesel exhaust.

“First we put the fresh turkeys in the cooler,” said Jeff. “The stuffing and cranberries can wait.”

“Who buys a fresh turkey the day before Thanksgiving?” asked Brad.

“Enough people for you and me to work overtime,” said Jeff. A big, grey-bearded Irishman, he looked like he should have been in a movie with knights and castles. He pressed the large red CLOSE button, and the loading bay door rattled down.

Brad pulled the motorized cart to the stack of boxes labeled FRIEND FARMS FRESH NEVER FROZEN. One carton inched its way off the stack.

Brad ignored what he saw. He had seen a pallet of soup cans fall over on its own and a crate of hand soap implode. If you unloaded grocery pallets long enough, you could see anything.

The box of Thanksgiving turkeys leaped off the pallet. Its companion scooted to the edge to fill its place.

Brad hesitated. “Uh, the fresh turkey ain’t dead yet.”

“You’re supposed to be off that shit,” said Jeff. He pulled a half-pint whiskey bottle from his back pocket and took a long swig.

The box exploded. Three turkeys, deathly white and ready for the oven, stood on their drumsticks. They shook off the packing ice, bent over, and ejected packets of giblets from their rumps.

“Whoa. This is weird,” said Brad.

Box after the box fell on the floor and burst open to free its FRIENDS FARMS FRESH NEVER FROZEN turkeys. The dead poultry gathered in a flock, and at once, turned their headless torsos toward Brad and Jeff. 

Jeff shook his head like a boxer who had fought too many rounds. He drained his whiskey bottle. 

“They’re fresh, but they’re not dead,” said Brad.

The mob of oven-ready turkeys formed a poultry phalanx, and shedding ice chips and giblet bags behind them, advanced on Brad and Jeff.

“I don’t think they like us,” said Brad.

“Why should they like us?” asked Jeff.

Brad and Jeff retreated, their backs against pallets of packaged stuffing and canned cranberries. 

“What are they going to do to us? They’re dead turkeys,” said Jeff.

“I’m not going to wait and find out, “said Brad. He reached against the wall for the aluminum baseball bat officially used to break up bags of ice.

The fresh never-frozen turkeys advanced within reaching distance. Brad teed up like a hockey forward playing baseball and swung. The bat hit the fowl butterball with a wet thud, and it skittered across the floor. Two more stepped into its place. 

Brad wound up again, his backswing smashing into the backstop of cardboard cartons. Dried crumbs, herbs, and bread cubes of turkey stuffing poured out.

The fresh never-frozen phalanx halted. 

Brad leaned on the bat. “I scared them off.”

Jeff reached across pulled a handful of stuffing from the box and threw it at the nearest bird. It wiggled back on its abbreviated legs.

“They’re afraid of the stuffing,” he said.

Brad thrust his fist into the box and hurled a handful.  The breading shrapnel struck the nearest. It fell to the floor and laid still, and its fowl companions backed away. 

“I killed one,” shouted Brad.

“They’re already dead,” said Jeff. He measured the distance to the exit with his eyes. “We grab as much stuffing as we can and make a run for the door.”

Brad filled his arms with the cellophane bags, then reconsidered. “We got to throw and carry at the same time.” 

They each opened a bag. “On the count of three,” said Jeff.

On ‘two’ Brad flung fistfuls of dried turkey stuffing and Jeff followed. The safety of the door was a few yards away when the turkeys cut them off and began to close ranks behind them. Throwing stuffing side to side, Jeff and Brad made it back to their corrugated box base.

“OK,” said Jeff. “We make a wall of stuffing and wait them out.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s two thirty. The produce truck comes at five. We have to hold out for two and a half hours.”

Jeff and Brad tore open all four cardboard boxes, ripped apart plastic bags, and laid a barrier of turkey stuffing around them.  The fresh never-frozen fowl phalanx reformed its ranks, and advanced. The turkeys stopped at the edge of the stuffing barrier, hesitating like soldiers at the edge of a minefield.

“See, we’re good,” said Jeff.

“Want to try for the door again?” asked Brad.

“We ran out of stuffing.”

Brad studied the remaining boxes and grinned. “If they don’t like stuffing, maybe they don’t like cranberries.” 

Brad opened the box and pulled out a can.

“Now we gotta open it,” said Jeff.

Brad brought out his Swiss Army Knife, and holding it in his fist, stabbed the top of a cranberry can. The blade folded into his fingers. He screamed, and blood joined the red cranberries.  The turkeys rocked drumstick to drumstick as they shivered in anticipation like demons at the scent of fresh souls. 

“Not good,” said Jeff. “They smell blood and they like it.”

Jeff took the pocketknife as Brad tried to staunch the blood flow with paper towels.

Jeff folded the blade closed and opened one of the knife’s tools.

“What’s that?” asked Brad.

“A can opener.” He worked at the lid, a quarter of an inch at a time, until with his fingertips he pulled back the lid. He waved the opened can of cranberry sauce at the turkeys, and the glob of red landed among the turkeys with a splat. They scattered, then gathered out of range. 

“I told you. They’re turkeys,” said Brad.

“They’re dead turkeys that shouldn’t be escaping their boxes,” reminded Jeff. “I open the cans, and you spread out the cranberries.”

It was slow cutting open the cans. The turkeys became bolder, poking a drumstick over the stuffing like a swimmer testing the water. 

Brad and Jeff leaned against the wall.

“We’re safe for now,” said Brad.

“Duh,” said Jeff. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and flipped it open. His fingers hesitated over the screen. “They’ll think we’re drunk or stoned or both. I need this job.”

Brad shook his head. “Don’t look at me. I’m on probation.”

Jeff pulled out his backup whiskey bottle and slouched against the pile of empty cartons. “Now we wait.”

Brad yawned. “We’re good. We can hold out.”

“If we don’t fall asleep,” said Jeff. 

They didn’t notice the mice, sniffing and scampering, drawn by the feast of turkey stuffing and cranberries.

 


Harrigan’s Price

“I’d sell my soul to shoot those bastards down.”

Harrigan made a gun sight with his fingers and aimed high into the South Pacific night.

The sky was blacker than anything back home, dense with the diamond dust of unfamiliar stars. Three Japanese seaplane bombers passed overhead and blotted out the constellations. The faint roar of heavy aircraft engines clung to the air like the pervasive stench of the jungle.

“Selling your soul is a high price.” The Chaplain took another long swallow of scotch. For a week, awake and asleep, he was pulling a young pilot out of the shot-up fighter plane. We got a live one, he remembered yelling.

He was wrong. The boy coughed blood and died.

On some nights, the memory suffocated like the thick, tropical air.

The deep growl of the bombers’ engines faded. In a few moments would come the flashes on the horizon and the faint rumble of bombs.

“They’re pounding the poor Aussies,” said Harrigan. “Port Moresby’s all that’s between us and the Emperor of Japan.” He took another sip of scotch. “Somebody’s got to do something.”

The Chaplain drained his cup and took a deep breath. Mass for the Living, and Last Rites for the dying. Medical orderly. Baseball game arranger. Letter writer. Confidant. Rescue crew. Dispenser of liquor for “medicinal” purposes. He did it all, except for the killing.

The Chaplain shielded his flashlight and thumbed through a crumpled Army paperback.

“Kawanishi flying boat,” he
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