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Talking Turkey — An Introduction

J. Alan Hartman

You would think that putting Thanksgiving food and crime together would be an easy feat to accomplish. In fact, I have plenty of experience in doing so. This time around, killing people with stuffing and stealing pumpkins feels a bit more important to me, and so added an extra layer of pressure.

Many years ago I created a series of books for another publisher that also mixed Thanksgiving and crime, and the series was (and, still is) quite successful. Having a humorous element to the stories was part of the appeal to bringing readers to the table, and over the course of six volumes I felt like I had created something fun that could almost be looked at as an annual Thanksgiving tradition.

This is all fine when you’re creating something for profit, but my heart wanted to do more. If you have the ability to bring together amazingly talented authors to create an entertaining volume of writing, shouldn’t you be using that to give something back?

I’ve always wanted to put together a charity anthology. As the world has experienced so much tragedy and aggravation over the last few years, a lot of charity funding has dried up and this has in turn hurt a lot of the communities that rely on the assistance.

The number of people who go to bed hungry every night is staggering. Food insolvency is a huge problem around the world. Food deserts exist where people have no access to fresh vegetables and other nutritious items. Poverty and changes in government assistance programs have made it harder than ever for people to be able to put food on the table. Inflation has drastically raised the prices of even basic staples necessary for preparing a meal. Therefore, more and more people are looking for help in feeding themselves and their families.

Organizations such as Second Harvest Food Bank and Feeding America do just that. Whether it’s helping to operate food banks to provide sustenance to the hardest hit in the community, education programs or helping to push for legislation to make the situation better, these organizations are on the front lines of trying to end the food insolvency epidemic.

Thanksgiving foods and Second Harvest/Feeding America seemed like the perfect combination. I worried that moving forward with humorous crime stories might detract from the seriousness of these organizations’ missions, but in the end realized that the more people I can…err…bring to the table, the bigger the benefit to the organization.

Thanks to the kind efforts of industry professionals (see our “Special Thanks to Our Co-Conspirators” section), we were able to reach our goal of donating 100% of the net sales of both the ebook and paperback editions of The Perp Wore Pumpkin to Second Harvest Food Bank locations in our authors’ cities. If a contributor doesn’t have a Second Harvest in their area, their portion will go to Feeding America. Misti Media will not keep a dime as part of our “Misti Gives Back” program.

Thanks for purchasing this title and for being part of the solution to food insolvency. Our little volume of stories may not change the world, but at least we know we took some positive action.

OK, enough with the serious stuff. Let’s get back to killing people and robberies. You know, the fun stuff.

 

Jay Hartman

CEO/Editor-in-Chief

Misti Media, LLC

November, 2023

 


The Thanksgiving Parade

Sandra Murphy

“Well, this is another fine predicament you’ve gotten us into.” I sent my best A-1 glare in Ted’s direction and struggled to get comfortable in my icy costume. Extra-thick Jello inside a specially sewn covering made me look like a holiday staple, even though I couldn’t quite move my arms.

Ted wasn’t fazed. “I think the Laurel and Hardy line is ‘another fine mess.’ If you’re going to spout quotes, get them right.”

“You’re more likely to sprout than I am, Mr. Potato Head. Don’t forget, I carry a stun gun and I’m not afraid to use it, especially when provoked.”

I’m often provoked but have seldom used it, unless threats count. I reached for my extra-large mocha latte with a double caramel drizzle. I deserved it for all the humiliation that would surely follow today’s activities.

“Yeah, but can you reach your stun gun now? I think not. And are you sure you want to drink that? I think not.” He grinned, bordered on a smirk. “Bathroom breaks are not compatible with that outfit, flattering as it is. The color suits you, but I think you should be in heels and put a little more jiggle in your walk to give your ridges some bounce.”

“Don’t worry about my ridges or jiggles. Pay attention, so we can get out of these getups sooner, rather than later.” My tennis shoes were comfy, and they matched my outfit. Anything more than a saunter was beyond my imagination, and I hoped not in my immediate future. “Whose dumbass idea was this, anyway?”

“That would be your friendly neighborhood grocery store, cleverly nicknamed the FNGS. Their logo looks like it’s for a vampire hangout instead of foodies.”

I let Ted struggle for a couple of minutes before I offered a helping hand. “I guess it’s too much to hope no one has video on their phones? Hold still, I’ll zip you up.” With a quick zzzpp, he was ready to go. “What the hell is that supposed to be on the front? It’s bordering on the obscene.”

“My dear, it’s what the well-dressed baked Yukon Gold is wearing this Thanksgiving: a pat of butter and a glop of sour cream. I admit the sour cream could have been better placed. They didn’t plan on me being vertically challenged.”

“Yeah, I have a mental picture of you as a potato on the run.” I would have laughed harder, but I was costumed as Jellied Cranberry Sauce—sans the can. Jiggling was a definite for today.

“Shall we, Miss Bridget? We have a bank robbery in our future.”

“We shall. Don’t screw up. We need this.”

“Especially after our latest fiasco.”

The others were already on the sidewalk, ready to line up for the parade. Surrounded by kids, Turkey and Pumpkin were the most popular. I noticed Dressing off to one side, alone. “Is that—?”

“He’s scented with more than parsley, sage, rosemary, or thyme. That’s blueberry.” Ted sniffed again. “He’s stoned on some mighty fine Blue Dream weed. I wonder how he knows where to find it and how he can afford to pay for it. That stuff is expensive and hard to come by. Keep a close eye on him. We might have shared interests.”

The parade master seemed more interested in the majorette than a timely start. I caught her attention and made a slashing motion across my neck, as much of it as showed above the jelly. She got the message and, with a bat or two of fake eyelashes, stepped out and blew her whistle to signal everyone to fall in line. Part of the parade was to let kids show off their pets. What could possibly go wrong with a drool of dogs, a hiss of cats, a chatter of parrots with worse language than I’d ever heard, and one boa constrictor—or at least that’s what I thought it was.

Of course, that’s when the plan fell apart.

In the crowd along the sidewalk, I spotted four other turkeys and half a dozen pumpkins. Based on the toothy faces painted on their fronts, three of the orange globes were leftover Halloween costumes. The only potato I saw was mashed—or the way he wove around, about to fall off the sidewalk, smashed was a better description. No other jellies or dressing. That would help our plan. The dogs showed an undue amount of interest in the turkeys, the parrots made a few salty comments, the cats hissed, and the boa looked plump and bored, much better than if he’d looked hungry.

The First Federal Bank of Arlo was the heart of the business district. Comprised of four square blocks, the five and dime (now a Dollar Plus store due to inflation), a drugstore which did a thriving business in condoms and pregnancy tests, and a twenty-four-hour breakfast-anytime diner were the bank’s closest neighbors. Bars anchored each corner, cheap beer and supersized televisions always a draw.

The bank was our prime target. We had our eyes on it—well, not at the moment, but soon enough.

Most businesses were open in hopes Thanksgiving sales would perk up the economy. Restaurants (both of them) brought back their blue-plate special, which was of course turkey, dressing, baked potato, jellied cranberry sauce, a dinner roll, and a slice of pumpkin pie. Whence our costumes and the coupons we were to hand out as we paraded through town. There’d been plans for a Dinner Roll and a Pumpkin Pie Slice, but the couple designated to wear them were both in jail, thanks to a loud and ugly argument about their neighbor’s overfriendly visiting sister.

The majorette showed a toothy bright smile for the crowds along the street and kept a steady pace. The Dressing guy wandered off or stopped and blocked the area a few times. That’s when the day went from cloudy and muggy enough to melt my cranberry jelly to a torrential downpour. Everyone ran for cover inside stores or under awnings, but the rain blew sideways and pretty much soaked them before they reached cover. Besides, six people won’t fit through a standard doorway at one time.

It was over in twenty minutes, but in that time we’d lost momentum and interest. Since I wasn’t able to move fast in my jellied state, my hair was in strands and dripped into my eyes. My “waterproof” mascara wasn’t. Vendors raced through the flooded streets to recapture boxes of excess merchandise they’d stashed under their tables. Even the majorette’s bright smile had dimmed.

That’s when I realized Dressing was no longer in sight. Turkey and Pumpkin had vanished, too. Well, damn.

“How in the hell could we lose sight of a guy dressed like dressing?”

“And smelling like Blue Dream weed!” Ted sniffed the air. “Not to mention one’s wearing turkey feathers and the other is a giant orange pumpkin.”

“You sound like a bloodhound on the job.” I scanned the area again, made myself a bit dizzy with a 360° view, three times in a row. “We’ll have to split up and play Where’s Waldo to find them.”

“Dressing guy isn’t bright enough to rob the bank and get away.” Ted scanned the crowds along the sidewalk. “He looks like the type to forget to write out his demand for cash ahead of time. He’d likely use the back of his electric bill, just because it was handy.”

“What makes more sense: catch him in the act, or wait until he makes his escape and grab the loot? It’s not like we’re inconspicuous.” I checked the returning crowds again. “I’ll take the left side, you go right.”

“Really? Do not even think I don’t know you picked left because that’s where the ice-cream shop is. If you can’t have a pound of sugar in your coffee, it’s ice cream. What’s the flavor this week?”

“Please, it’s a coincidence. Where would I carry money in this outfit? The flavor is salted caramel pecan with a swirl of dark chocolate chunks, or so I’ve heard. Should Johnny’s Creamery gift me with such a thing, I would only take it to blend in with the crowd. Plus, it’s hot and muggy again, now with an added layer of damp.”

“Yeah, you keep telling yourself that. Find that damn Dressing!”

I started to walk away, but Ted yelled one more thing. “You’re melting and leaving a trail of cranberry drips!”

Well, of course, the only option I could think of was to sweetly ask Johnny, owner of Johnny’s Creamery, if I could stand in one of their freezers until I turned solid again. It wouldn’t do to leave a trail when exiting the bank. Plus, that salted caramel pecan with a swirl of dark chocolate chunks was the best ever. I couldn’t refuse.

*****

It took about half an hour for the water in the streets to dry up enough for the parade to restart. Even though the majorette blew her whistle until her cheeks puffed out like she was hoarding a couple of acorn squash, there was no sign of Pumpkin, Turkey, or Dressing. I had a hard enough time finding Potato Ted.

“They should have shown up by now. I mean, you’re a cylinder and I’m oblong, but those three are round as bowling balls and take up a lot of real estate. They’ve got to be noticeable.” Ted was frustrated, and it showed. When he paced, the pat of butter on his potato suit moved side to side. It was like watching a tennis match. “Maybe they ditched the costumes and are in civvies.”

“I hope not! I heard Turkey gobble about how hot he was—sweaty hot, not hot hot. All those feathers are like insulation. Pumpkin said he stayed cool by going commando. As he put it, he wanted the air to circulate freely without clothes getting in the way. I gagged after that and didn’t hear any more.” He’d worn an orange hood with a pumpkin lid and stem, and I tried to focus on that. It didn’t help.

Majorette gave us the squint eye, so we fell in line with the rest of the straggly parade. Spectators emerged from stores and restaurants, dry and ready to party again. Drinking fancy coffee, too, to add to my misery. I wanted this day to be over. The money was one thing, but mostly I wanted out of this cranberry mess and into regular clothes again.

We walked the parade route, tossed coupons to folks, admired kids and dogs, avoided the insults of teenagers, and patted infants and toddlers who tried to grab a handful of cranberry or potato. Still no sign of the other three foodies, but a couple of the Halloween pumpkins fell in line to make up for it.

Ted and I split up and relied on our wrist radios to communicate that we had nothing. We passed the street where the bank was located, but everything looked normal—or as normal as this crazy town ever gets. I began to lose hope. Only one bank teller on duty today, the others at the parade, what an opportunity to score big! Payroll day brings thoughts of Hawaiian vacations and sunny beaches, which doesn’t cast me in the best light for those who hear me rave about suntans and hunky beach bums.

As we neared the junior-high building, my radio crackled. It’s the old brick two-story that used to be for eighth graders only—until we had a baby surge a few years back, nine months after the unexpected blizzard that kept everyone home for days on end. “Just entered. Get close.” I tapped the radio a couple of times to note message received and slipped through the crowd toward the bank. “Excuse me, bathroom emergency, pardon me, coming through!”

Within a couple of minutes—it is a small town, after all—I was on the same block as the bank. I could see Ted’s Yukon Gold self on the other side of the street, behind a fence covered in honeysuckle vines. His attempt to blend in was not successful.

Within minutes, the missing Turkey and Pumpkin exited the bank, post haste—or with as much post and haste as two rounded characters can have. Ted and I followed. We tried to be subtle, but I’m sure our ploy was as successful as their post-haste attempt. Still, the pair was so gleeful about their success at the bank, they never noticed as we trailed along behind.

I thought there would be no question of a getaway vehicle. Neither one of them could have gotten behind the wheel, even of something as large as a Humvee. When they stopped by a Volkswagen Bug, ’Seventies style, painted a bright orange, I knew for sure the guys were not Mensa material. After a few minutes spent in argument and attempts to fit into the car, they continued to walk—or rather waddle—down the street. Ted and I waited for our opportunity.

A four-year-old walking with a mastiff is not a pair you want to
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