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Introduction

The Empty Place Setting

Greetings everyone, and welcome to a sixth Thanksgiving with Untreed Reads and our merry band of murderers, thieves, and various other assorted and sundry criminals in what we lovingly refer to as The Killer Wore Cranberry.

A lot has changed since our last outing with all of you back in 2017. Let’s face it, “dumpster fire” doesn’t even begin to cover all that’s happened in the last three years, let alone 2020 by itself. Thanksgiving is going to look a lot different this year, although to be fair, many of us have prayed for the ability to socially distance ourselves from many of our relatives at the holidays, but didn’t have a good excuse. Judging from the waistlines of some of our relatives, six feet of separation between them and their plate might not be such a bad thing either. If a mask can protect us from Uncle Charlie’s…ahem… “post-bean-casserole emanations,” that’s probably a plus. See, there’s an upside to everything!

Still, we recognize that many of us may not get to spend Thanksgiving this year with the people we don’t actually want to smother with a pillow. Whether it’s through distance, loss of life or some other mitigating circumstance, sometimes the ones we want by our side at special times just can’t be there.

This leads me to the tradition of The Empty Place Setting. Many families I know set a plate, silverware, napkins and all other accoutrements for a family member who can’t physically be present to celebrate with them. Sure, some folks you can call on Zoom or FaceTime, but it’s not the same as sharing a laugh in-person around a platter of chestnut dressing. And, if that person is no longer among the living, that Skype call is going to require either a pretty strong Internet connection or Whoopi Goldberg’s psychic from Ghost.

Sadly, the Untreed Reads family has an empty place setting of our own, as we’ve lost our dear friend and author Earl Staggs. This year, Untreed Reads celebrates ten years of publishing, and Earl was one of our very first authors. In addition to several short stories and novellas, Earl would go on to have stories in four out of the five The Killer Wore Cranberry installments.

Earl was easily the Tom Hanks of the mystery world. He was the consummate “nice guy,” who would do everything in his power to help other authors achieve success. I can honestly say I’ve never heard one person speak ill of Earl. His easygoing manner, his laughter, his encouragement of both Untreed Reads and his fellow authors, his support of the mystery genre and writing industry as a whole…all of these things are going to be sorely missed by everyone who ever had the chance to have an interaction with him or read his tales (including numerous ones not published by us).

We’ve gone one step further than just setting a place at the table for Earl. This sixth edition of The Killer Wore Cranberry is dedicated to our friend and master storyteller. In each short in the anthology you’ll find an homage from the author to Earl. Some are subtle, some are obvious, all are from a place of love for a man who came to mean so much to all of us.

And who are these authors, all geared up to entertain you once again? Glad you asked!

Lesley Diehl returns, marking a record as she has appeared in every installment of the series. Herschel Cozine, Bobbi A. Chukran and Steve Shrott are also all returning veterans of TKWC and it’s so much fun having them back.

Also included in these pages are Bert Paul and Trey Dowell. Although new to TKWC they are old friends of Untreed Reads, and have been with us since our very early days. Having them as part of this outing feels like a very special way to celebrate our tenth year of publishing.

As always, no Thanksgiving table would be complete without some fresh voices, and we’ve certainly got them here: C.C. Guthrie, Catina Williams, J.B. Toner, Joseph S. Walker, Kari Wainwright and Steve Liskow are all joining us for the first time, and I’m so grateful to have them here with us.

I’m thrilled to have my sister, Lisa Wagner, back with us with more of her recipes to accompany the stories. This year, I tasked her with coming up with tasty treats that may not require you having to head out in the middle of a pandemic to grab ingredients; many of them are already in your pantry. Lisa and I may not be able to spend Thanksgiving together, but getting to share TKWC with her is extra special.

I also want to give a quick shout-out to Ginny Glass, who has designed every book cover for us for nearly ten years. Thanks to her, all of our covers look really great in your hands.

Last, and by no means least, is a woman many of you may never have heard of but is every bit as integral to the success of TKWC and Untreed Reads: K.D. Sullivan. K.D. is the CEO of Untreed Reads, fearless proofreader of our material, and hands-down the best business partner a guy could ask for. There’s no way Untreed Reads would be here ten years later if it weren’t for all that K.D. has done, and I have much love and admiration for her as a result.

And, of course, no Thanksgiving or installment of The Killer Wore Cranberry would be complete without our readers. I want to thank all of you for supporting Untreed Reads over the last ten years, loving and recommending TKWC to friends and family over six installments, and supporting independent publishing.

OK, enough mushy stuff. Let’s kill some people.

J. Alan Hartman

Editor-in-Chief

Untreed Reads

Thanksgiving 2020


Gluten-Free No-Yeast Quick Bread

Lisa Wagner

In a large bowl, combine:

1 cup unsweetened coconut milk or dairy-free beverage of choice

1/8 cup light olive oil

1/8 cup applesauce

1 1/2 tsp. ground flaxseeds + 2 Tbsp. water

1 cup oat flour (use a coffee grinder, 1/2 cup at a time, to grind quick or rolled oats)

1 cup gluten-free 1-1 flour (contains rice, xantham gum and tapioca)

1/4 cup garbanzo or other gluten-free flour of choice

1/4 cup sugar

1 Tbsp. baking powder

1/2 tsp. salt

2 tsp. herbs for a savory bread OR 2 tsp. spice + 1/4 cup dried fruit for a sweet bread

Directions:

1. Stir well.

2. Spread batter evenly into square baker that has been prepared with olive oil.

3. Bake in toaster oven or conventional oven at 350F for 20 minutes.

Yields 9 square pieces of bread


Let’s Talk Turkey

Herschel Cozine

“Somebody stole Ulysses.”

Sergeant Mills leaned over the high desk and looked down at the boy standing before him. He was no more than eight years old, freckled and teary-eyed.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Ulysses,” the boy repeated. “Somebody stole him.”

Sgt. Mills frowned.  “Ulysses. Ulysses who?”

“Just Ulysses,” the boy said. “He doesn’t have a last name.”

“Everyone has a last name, son.” Mills said.

“He’s not someone. He’s a turkey.”

Mills pushed his cap back with his thumb and grunted. “A turkey, you say. And here I was about to call the FBI. Kidnapping is a federal crime, you know.”

“He’s a pet,” the boy said. “I raised him. From an egg.”

Mills, struggling to keep a straight face, wrote something on the pad.

“Let’s see if I got this straight,” he said. “Your pet turkey is missing. Ukulele?”

“Ulysses,” the boy said.

“Right. Ulysses. How do you spell that?”

“I don’t know,” the boy said. “My dad named him.”

“OK. No matter. I’ll call him ‘Ollie.’” He leaned forward again. 

“How old is this bird?”

Rick frowned for a minute. “He’s one year old,” he said finally. “I think,” he added.

“And what is your name?”

“Rick,” the boy said. 

“Good for you,” Mills said. “I know how to spell that.” He jotted the name down on the pad.

“You’re not a turkey. You must have a last name.”

“Hawes,” the boy replied.

“OK. H A W E S,” Mills said as he wrote.

“Where do you live, Rick?”

“Spring Street.” He pointed out the window toward the hills.

“Does your house have a number?”

Rick shook his head. “I dunno. It’s green.”

Mills set the pen down and looked at the boy.

“When did Ollie go missing?”

Rick shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I went out to feed him this morning and he was gone.”

“What time was that?”

“About eight, I guess.”

“And when was the last time you saw him?”

“Yesterday. I fed him last night. About six.”

“You feed this bird twice a day?” Mills said. “He must be pretty fat.”

“Yeah,” Rick said. “My mom says he’s fat enough to make a Thanksgiving dinner.” He frowned and added quickly, “but she was kidding.”

“The thought crossed my mind,” Mills said. He started to say more, but the look on Rick’s face stopped him. He raised a hand. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

In fact, Mills wasn’t sure at all. Here it was, less than a week before Thanksgiving and a turkey was missing. It didn’t take a Sherlock Holmes to make the connection.

“Where are your parents?”

“My Dad is in Af...Afgrandstand.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Afga…”

“Afghanistan?”

“Yeah. There. He’s a soldier.”

Mills grunted. “How about your mom?”

“She works. She takes care of sick people.”

“A nurse?”

“Yeah.”

“I see. So, you’re home alone? Don’t you go to school?”

“Today is Saturday.”

“Son,” Mills said, “as much as I would like to help, this is not police business. We don’t have the resources to handle cases like this.”

The look of disappointment on Rick’s face was heartrending. Mills sighed and leaned back in his chair. He glanced at his watch. It was a few minutes before ten, when his shift ended. Sam Henley, his replacement, would be here shortly. Remembering back to when his son was Rick’s age, he felt a twinge. The boy was clearly in need of someone. At the moment he needed his father more than Afghanistan did. And, though there was very little Mills could do to get the turkey back, he could at least give Rick something to hope for. 

“Tell you what I’ll do,” Mills said. “I’m free in a few minutes. I have nothing to do today. I’ll look into it for you.”

Rick’s eyes lighted up. “Really?”

“Really,” Mills replied. He held up a hand. “Mind you, I can’t promise anything.”

“But you’ll help me find him?”

“I’ll do what I can.” Which, Mills thought with a sigh, is nothing. Nothing at all.

“Remember now. I can’t promise anything,” he repeated. But the boy was already outside.

Mills watched the retreating figure with a helpless feeling. He cursed himself for giving the boy false hope. The turkey was gone, and unless the person who took him has a change of heart, Rick would never see the bird again.

And a change of heart only happens in fairy tales.

Well, he made a promise. 

*

Spring Street was a block long, located in a housing development consisting of three streets and a few dozen homes. There was only one green house on the street. Mills parked the squad car at the curb and walked across the small lawn toward the house.

The pen which had once been the home of Ulysses was small, sandwiched between the garage and the fence. Mills was certain that the area was not zoned for livestock, and was surprised that the neighbors didn’t complain. Maybe the turkey’s disappearance was engineered by one of the neighbors. If so, he thought with a shudder, it was probably already in someone’s freezer, ready to become the main course in a few days.

None of this made much sense to Mills. If the neighbors objected to having a turkey in their neighborhood, they would have done something like this long ago. 

Mills kept these thoughts to himself. He had no proof that the turkey had been stolen. What was to prevent the bird from leaving on his own? The fence was five feet tall; a healthy turkey could easily scale it if so inclined. If that were the case, Ulysses had to be somewhere in the neighborhood. Someone would have surely seen him by now. And, since he was the only turkey in the area, he would have been returned. Wouldn’t he? 

“Nobody that I know of had a problem with the turkey.”

Mills looked up at a man sitting in a rocking chair on the porch of the house next door. Mills figured him to be in his eighties. What was left of his hair was white and stringy. His dentures were ill-fitting and wobbled when he talked.

The old man peered down at Mills. 

"Joe’s the name.”

Mills touched the bill of his cap. “Sergeant Mills.”

Joe grunted.

“The kid’s father is in the military. He’s a sergeant, too. He’s in Afghanistan now. Second tour in three years. Won’t be home for Thanksgiving or Christmas. I don’t fancy to have any fuss with them about a silly turkey. Hell, when I was a kid I had a pet turtle. Back in those days the five and dime store sold these baby turtles. They was about the size of an Oreo cookie with a picture painted on the underside. I called him ‘Seabiscuit.’ There was a racehorse by that name at the time. One day that turtle escaped from his bowl and I never found him. The dog must of et him.”

He leaned back and closed his eyes, a slight smile crossing his lips.

“Mack, my next-door neighbor had a cat that liked to sleep in the fireplace. It was a deep fireplace, sooty black. The cat was black, too. They had to make sure that cat was where they could see him before they lit a fire.” 

Mills chuckled.

“My brother, Frank, had a pet snake,” the old man continued. “For about an hour and a half. Then our mother came home.”

He slapped his knee and laughed. His teeth rattled, and he put up a hand to keep them from falling out. “I didn’t know anybody could scream that loud.”

Chuckling softly, he wiped the tears from his face.  “A few years back we had pet rocks.”

“I remember them,” Mills said. 

Joe waved a dismissive hand. “Never caught on.” 

“So, you don’t think anyone in the neighborhood would have taken the bird?” Mills asked.

“Nope. He never bothered anybody. Once in awhile he’d let out a gobble, but that’s no worse than a dog barkin’. And the missus kept the pen clean. No smell. No muss.”

“You didn’t hear anything last night? If someone took the bird, I imagine he would have protested. A gobble perhaps?”

“Nope. My bedroom’s on the other side of the house. And I didn’t have my hearing aids in. I wouldn’t hear a cannon if it went off in the livin’ room.”

Mills thanked him and left.

Helen Hawes, Rick’s mother, greeted Mills at the door.

“Is your son here?” Mills asked.

“No,” she said. “He’s at a friend’s house. Won’t you come in, Officer?” 

She held the door open and let him step inside. She led him into the living room.

He gave a quick look around. A cup of coffee sat on the coffee table next to a book she had been reading. He glanced at the title. Memory of a Murder by Earl Staggs. He smiled. A mystery fan, like him. He nodded toward the book.

“Good?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. Mr. Staggs is one of my favorites.”

“I’ll give him a try,” Mills said. “I love a good mystery.”

She pointed to a chair and Mills sat down. She took a seat on the couch facing him, leaned forward and waited for Mills to speak.

“I’m here because your boy wanted me to find his pet turkey,” Mills said. “There’s not much chance of that happening, I’m afraid.”

Helen nodded agreement. “Rick’s very upset. He’s quite fond of him.”

Mills scratched his head thoughtfully. “Unusual pet. Where did he get it?”

She laughed. “We were at my parents’ house last Thanksgiving. They live out in the country and have a few chickens and turkeys. It happens that this bird hatched while we were there. Rick watched the whole process and fell in love with it from the moment it hatched.”

“Nice story,” Mills said.

“I appreciate your taking the time to look into this. I’m sure you have more important things to do.”

“I’m off duty,” Mills said. “Just trying to help. Is there anything you saw or heard that would be of help here?”

She shook her head. “I’m afraid not. The turkey’s gone. And as you say, there isn’t much chance that we’ll get him back.”

“Do you have any idea who might have taken him? Someone, perhaps, who might have had a problem having a turkey in the neighborhood?”

“No,” she said. “Everyone here has been very kind to us. My husband is away, and I have neighbors looking in on us daily. No one has said a word about the turkey.”

“Your husband is in the military? I understand he is in Afghanistan at the moment.”

“Yes. Everyone seems to appreciate that. I’m sure that has a lot to do with how we are treated. They wouldn’t even think about complaining about a silly bird.”

“OK.” Mills sighed. “I’ll cross them off the list. Have you seen any strangers in the neighborhood lately?”

“No. I’m not home during the day. I work at the hospital. But no one has mentioned anything out of the ordinary.” 

She sighed. “Whoever stole the turkey must have done it late at night, maybe on a whim. I doubt this was planned.”

“Which makes it almost impossible to solve,” Mills said. “Lack of motive. Lack of evidence. Lack of suspects.” He shook his head. 

Helen nodded, but said nothing.

“What can you tell me about the bird?”

“What’s to tell?” she said with a sigh. “He was an ordinary turkey. They all look alike.”

“Rick said you thought he was fat.”

She laughed. “Maybe a little on the plump side. But I have nothing to compare him to. Except for the two turkeys on my parents’ farm, the only ones I’m familiar with are in the meat section at the supermarket. And they’re all pretty fat.”

“Did he have any feathers missing? A leg band?”

“No.”

“Clipped wings?”

“No.”

“Do you have a picture of him?”

“Why, yes,” Helen said. She pointed to a framed picture on the mantel of the fireplace. 

“That was taken a few months ago.  As you can see, he’s just an ordinary turkey.”

“May I borrow this?” Mills asked. “I promise to return it in a few days.”

Helen shrugged, took the picture from the mantel and handed it to Mills. “I guess it’s all right.”

Mills stood up and stretched. “Thank you. You have been a big help.” He started for the door. 

Standing in the open doorway, he turned back to Helen. “Tell Rick that we’ll have Ulysses back to him by the end of the week.”

Helen threw him a puzzled frown. “I don’t understand. You just said it was hopeless.”

“I think I said ‘impossible.’”

Helen started to say something, but Mills waved her off. 

“Trust me. Ma’am.”

He touched his cap and bowed slightly. “Good day.”

He glanced in the rearview mirror as he drove away. Helen was standing on the sidewalk watching.

“One of these days,” he said to himself, “your big mouth is going to get you into trouble.”

He smiled ruefully. “This may be the day.”

Then again, maybe not. He made a promise and he intended to keep it. He had a week to produce a miracle. Well, God created the world in seven days. All he had to do was find a turkey.

“What could possibly go wrong?” he mumbled.

Time would tell. 

*

The neighborhood bordering Spring Street was middle class, with houses and cars announcing the lifestyle of those who lived there: families, for the most part, with children ranging from a few years to late teens. It was not an area that would be connected with gangs, or lawbreakers. Mills was pretty certain that, if Ulysses was stolen, it was by someone other than a resident of the area. Of course, as Helen said, it could have been a spur-of-the-moment theft by a boy, or boys, bored and looking for something to do for excitement. Mills dismissed that scenario out of hand. There would be noise and confusion, not to mention witnesses. And, of course, there would be the turkey himself. Where could they hide it?

The chances of finding a lost or stolen turkey in this neighborhood was infinitesimal. He would call it an exercise in futility. Still he would knock on a few doors and ask a few questions. It was the least he could do. It was also, he thought with a shake of his head, about all he could do.

It was late afternoon when a weary Mills crawled into the squad car and drove away. As expected, no one had any information about the turkey. They knew nothing, and cared less. Why were the police involved in this matter? What a waste of taxpayers’ money.

*

Sergeant Matthews looked at Mills with an amused smile on his face. “You promised her what?” he said.

“You heard me,” Mills replied. 

“And how do you plan to accomplish this miracle?”

“As Alfred P. Doolittle said, ‘with a little bit o’ luck.’ And,” he added, “with some help. From my esteemed colleagues.”

Matthews guffawed. “You got yourself in this predicament. Don’t come crawling to us to bail you out.”

“Hey, we’re Musketeers, right? All for one, one for all?” 

“That’s true. When we’re fighting the bad guys. It doesn’t apply to lost turkeys.”

“We’ll see,” Mills said. Pointing his finger like a gun at Matthews, he clicked his tongue and left.

*

Saturday broke crisp and clear. Mills parked the patrol car in front of Rick’s house, opened the rear door of the car and lifted a turkey out of the back seat. Clutching it firmly, he walked to the front door and rang the bell. 

The door opened slowly, and Rick’s face peered out at Mills and the turkey. Helen appeared in the door behind Rick. She looked from the turkey to Mills, a puzzled frown on her face. Mills tipped his cap and bowed slightly.

Seeing the turkey, Rick jumped up and down excitedly.

“You found him! You found him!”

Rick took the turkey from Mills and clutched it to his chest.

“I promised your mom I would get him back for you,” Mills said.

“Oh, boy!” Rick shouted. A grin split his face. “Where was he?”

“Well,” Mills said, “there aren’t many turkeys in this neck of the woods. So, when you see one, you’re pretty certain to know where it lives.”

He patted Rick on the shoulder. “Now run along and put him back in his pen,” he said. “And,” he looked to Helen, “I would recommend you get a lock for that pen.” 

Helen smiled gratefully. “We’ll do that.” 

The two of them watched as Rick carried the turkey to the pen, took some food from a bag and spread it on the ground. The turkey pecked at it feverishly. 

Helen looked up at him and grinned. “I believe your nose has grown an inch or two.”

He returned her smile. “I didn’t lie. I simply said if one saw a turkey in the neighborhood, he could assume it belonged to your son.”

She held out her hand. “How can we thank you?”

Mills nodded toward the excited and happy boy petting the turkey.

“You already have,” he said.

“I don’t know what you did, and I don’t want to know. I am just so grateful to you for taking the time and effort to make Rick happy.”

“I just found his turkey and returned it,” Mills said. “Not a big deal.” 

“Of course you did. I suppose it was at the station when you got back the other day.”

“Something like that,” Mills said.

Helen hugged him briefly and planted a kiss on his cheek.

“And that’s for all the others who had a hand in this,” she said.

“Others?”

“I have a feeling you had some help.”

Mills smiled. “I’ll tell them what you said.”

“Oh,” she said. “I have something for you.”

She pressed a package into his hand. “Enjoy.”

“Thank you,” he said. With a wave, he got into the patrol car and drove away.

Helen was right, of course. He had help. The gang down at the station filled the donation jar in a single day. Matthews, despite his taunts, was one of the biggest donors. It was a one-hour trip to the Mackinaw Turkey Farm. He found to his dismay that the life expectancy of a turkey on a farm such as this was six months. Furthermore, at this time of year, just a few days before Thanksgiving, turkeys were in short supply. He was able to convince Mr. Mackinaw to part with one of his “regulars,” a ten-month-old tom who had escaped the fate of the others by pure chance. He had a little difficulty convincing the owner that he wanted a live turkey. The bird had all of its feathers, all in all, a typical turkey, just like the one in the photograph. As a bonus, it was on the plump side. Mills smiled as he thought about it. Turkey farms, he was certain, did not skimp on food.

Mills was relieved that Rick accepted the turkey as his own. That had been his concern from the beginning. Helen had said all turkeys look alike. Not true, of course, but in this case the resemblance was remarkably similar. Rick had been the final judge. Mills breathed a sigh of relief. Rick had accepted the turkey, and for the same reason that, despite all the evidence to the contrary, kids believe in Santa Claus: because they want to believe.

As he pulled up to a stop sign, he glanced down at the package Helen had given him. He reached in and extracted a book. 

 Memory of a Murder by Earl Staggs. 

Mills started to whistle. Sometimes he actually liked his job.


Drunk Raisins

Kari Wainwright

Thanksgiving! Family! Bah Humbug!

I’d be far more grateful if I didn’t have to go to my grandparents’ farm and put up with the relatives on every major holiday. Especially Uncle Bob and his repertoire of the same old stories. And Grandpa Elliott with his misogynistic views. Then there’s Aunt Livia, who assumes I’m gay because I haven’t brought a man to one of these dinners. What she doesn’t know is that if I were a lesbian, I wouldn’t bring a woman here either.

If I really liked a man, I’d tell him I was orphaned at a young age and had no family. A fib was better than killing off all my relations since I’d probably wind up in prison, and that’s a lousy place to find a good man. Plus, orange is definitely not my color.

At age 31, I considered myself too young to be a curmudgeon, but I was a terrific grouch-in-training. I didn’t like kids with their loud, whiny voices. I didn’t like dogs that stuck their noses in my crotch. And I really didn’t like big family gatherings.

Which is why I’d spent the last hour at the farmhouse hiding in a bedroom reading an anthology a friend had given to me, A Murder of Crows. The mystery stories published in the book all dealt with groups of animals. I was in the middle of an Earl Staggs story—one in which he’d doubled down on the animal groups by writing “A Gaggle of Geese and a Tribe of Goats”—when I heard my mother’s bossy screech.

“Sheila,” she yelled from the kitchen, “get your butt in here and help.”

Instantly, I felt like a teenager: gawky and full of acne and resentment. “Coming, Mom.”

I made my way through the noisy living room full of men in different stages of balding. All of them were drinking beer. I wondered if there were a correlation between drinking beer and losing hair. Of course, no brewery would ever allow a study on that issue to be done.

A guy wearing blue and silver scored a touchdown causing a lot of yelling and carrying-on from the beer-drinkers. One fellow, Harold, who still had half a beer and all his hair, gave a wolf whistle at me.
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