SEASON TO TASTE

Asweve seen before, Robert Reed is very adept at imagining the future of humanity. Heres atale that
demonstrates he'sjust as good at considering our current nature.

IT WASAN ACCIDENT, coming across that little recipe box. Chester wanted a camera. Some guy
had just called to ask if he had any old .35 mm for sale, and Chester said, " Sure, come on over." Except
he wasn't feding so sure about it now. Somewhere in the house was a nice camera complete with its
origind leather case and light meter. He could remember putting it in acertain box in the basement. That
was where Chester kept most of hisinventory, in the basement. He had dl kinds of cardboard boxes
down there. On shelves, on the floor. Stacked head-high, in places. But the camerawasn't whereiit
belonged, and it wasn't in the box under that first box, or in any of the boxes surrounding it. Later,
gpeaking in her siweetest voice, Evelyn would remind him that hed sold the cameralast fdl, for eight
dollars and change, and maybe he was remembering things alittle cockeyed. Which wasn't dl that
unusud, of late. But the thing that mattered -- what caught his eye, then his emotions --wasthe old recipe
box, atarnished brass clagp holding it shut, cheap pine badly stained and its design smple without being
elegant, someone long ago having burned the word RECIPES into its dightly warped, very yelowed lid.

"Where did we get this?' he asked hiswife.

Evelyn was chopping up an onion. Her gray eyeslifted for an instant, then dropped again. Her hands
never stopped working the knife. "1 don't know," shetold Chester. "Where did you find it!"

He showed her. The recipe box had been tucked inside allittle wicker basket that had gotten shoved
behind al of hisboxes. He placed the basket and its round lid on the kitchen counter, saying, "One of us
must have bought it, then forgot to look insde.” That was his current theory, but easily amended. "Did
you buy this? Do you remember where?"

"| told you. No." She was watching the onion become apile of clean white segments. "Why? What's
gotten into you?

"Here, I'll show you!" With adramatic flourish -- Chester had a gift for drama-- he turned the clasp and
opened the box, fishing out arandom recipe typed on a tiff and yellowed three-by-five card. With a
voice growing louder by the syllable, heread, "'V engeance Stew. Two pounds of mest cut from your
enemy's buttocks, plus, preferably, histongue. Cube the meat. Coat in flour, pepper, salt. Brownina
Dutch Oven!™

"What are you talking about?' Twenty years of marriage, and sometimes, bless her, Evelyn would ignore
hisravings. "It sounds like arecipe for stew -- "

"'V engeance Stew," he repeated. He roared. "'Meat cut from your enemy's buttocks, plus preferably, his
tongue."

Her mouth closed, the gray eyes big as saucers.

"All right. Heré's another one." Thick fingers found a three-by-five card worn ragged at the corners.
"'Meat Loaf from a Loaf. Canned tomatoes. Rolled oats. One egg. Onion. Sat. Pepper. And
one-and-a-half pounds of ground chuck from alazy, no-good man." Chester lowered the card, hisface
bright and red w asif alight bulb burned behind his cheeks. "Wdll," he exclaimed. "Do you undersand
now?'

"Where did you find that? In one of your boxes?'



"Behind the boxes. | told you." He shoved the card into its dot, then pulled out afresh example. ""'Sweet
Potato Shepherd's Pie. Onion. Garlic. Jalapeno peppers. Cumin. Chili powder. Oregano. Two pounds of
ground young shepherd' -- Jesus! -- "dthough any young man from animal husbandry will serve nicdy.™

Evelyn touched the small box, for an instant. Three dabs of onion juice began to dry against the old
wood.

"'Donner Party Pot Pie," Chester read aloud, flipping wildly through the cards. "'Rump Roast. From a
well-fed matron.' I'm getting sick here, Er! 'Swiss Stesk and Gravy.' Oh, but we can usean Audtrianina
pinch. Thank goodness™

"It must beajoke," Evelyn whispered.

"And adamn funny one, too." Chester pushed the box away, trying to avoid the temptation of reading
more recipes. "Are you sure you didn't buy thiswicker basket? Take agood look."

She played with the round wicker lid, then set it on the basket, examining the drab ensemble until she
could say, without atrace of doulbt,

"l didn't buy this"

"Then| must have." Hedidn't have Evelyn's memory. For Chester, life had dways meant listsand
reminders, and since turning sixty-five, it seemed that yesterday and last year were the hardest thingsto
remember. If he had bought this basket |ast year, which seemed likely, then there were only afew
hundred garage salesto choose from. Plus dozens of auctions, too. They bolstered their income through
buying and sdlling other people'srefuse. And their inventory was vadt, explaining why nobody had
opened the basket, why the curse box had escaped their gaze for so long...

Again, but with moreforce, hiswifetold him, "Thisisal ajoke. A stupid, childish joke." She shut the box
and fastened the brass clasp. "Y ou can't possibly believe --"

"In thisday and age.? Everything's possible!”

The chopped onion lay forgotten on the cutting board. Dinner was delayed, which was fine with Chester.
He had lost his gppetite. He might never eat again.

"l don't know what to do," he confessed. "If | ran to the police, what would | tell them?”
Always reasonable, Evelyn said, "lust what you know, which isalmost nothing.”

Fighting revulsion, he grabbed the box, flinging it open and pulling out afina card. Like every other
recipe, it was typed negtly, the p missing its sem and the k floating above its neighbors. Like every
three-by-five card, this card was miscolored and siff, but its comers were extrafrayed, obvioudy from
heavy use. A favorite recipe, he reasoned. Which madeit al the more shocking when he read aoud,
"'Lemon Ved Scalopini. FHour. Garlic sdt. Ved' -- Oh, dear Lord! --'from infants restrained with silk
and fed ample buttermilk.™

"It's someonesinsanity,” Evelyn whispered. "Leaveit done.”

And Chester tried to believe her. He would have given anything to think these were just crazy words on
paper, harmless by any measure. Y et he couldn't. He couldn't quit thinking about the recipes -- stewing,
S0 to speak -- until at threein the morning, al of the sudden, he sat up in bed, knowing where he must
have bought that box. Of course, of course...of course...!



AN OLD FARMSTEAD some eighty minutes from home, it had alarge, unkempt yard adorned with
metd sheds and a sagging barn and an enormous garage. Every structure was elderly, showing rust and
rot that a careful, decent man would never allow. That was one reason Chester had remembered this
place. This county had areputation for hillbillies. It was acorner of the state that Evelyn normally
avoided, where Chester hunted aone for the best dedl's. But today was an exception. Hiswife must have
sensed something at breskfast. Meeting him at the pickup, she merely shrugged when he mentioned
where he was going, telling him, 'l don't want to stay home." Why not?"Because that fellow isgoing to
come over looking for acamera, and | don't want to haveto tell him that you aready sold it."

Chester laughed despite himself. No doubt about it, she was quite awife. Hisfirst and only true love. He
found himsdf thinking about the benefitsin marrying in middie-age. All your youth and stupidity is spent
and gone, which makeslifealot easer. Thetruth of it was that Chester was glad for the company,
particularly when he pulled up in front of the hillbilly house. Particularly when his nervous energy began to
ebb, replaced with abig dollop of fear.

"You sad therewasasde here. A specia Tuesday sale." Evelyn threw hislie back at him. "It doesn't
even look like anyone's home. Not for several months, judging by appearances.”

Which might not be bad news, he told himsalf. Provided there wasn't a pack of dogs waiting in ambush.
"Where did you hear about this sale?'

Chester opened his door, then said, "Maybe I'm wrong. Stay here, and I'll go see.”

"Maybe I'll come with you, and well both see.”

"No." He paused, looking at the gray eyes and the strong plain face. Then he said, "Wait here. I'll just be
afew minutes.” And after abrief silence, he added, "If anything should happen, get help. Okay? Promise
me?'

She sat motionless, and mute. Emotion made her look younger than her years. Chester could practically
see the bride whom he had married.

Walking toward the ramshackle house, he played with scenarios. It was possible that he hadn't bought
the wicker basket and recipe box here. That he was wrong despite avery clear memory. And it was very
likely that the seller had bought the basket € sawhere, and just like Chester, he never knew what he had

in his possession.
It was important to give the man his chanceto explain.

Being fair was essentidl.

Jokes or not, those recipes were evidence of asick, twisted mind. That's what Chester wastelling
himsalf, for the umpteenth time, watching afelow that he hafway remembered, watching him shuffle out
onto the broad and sagging front porch.

"Hdlo, friend," said athick, unfriendly voice.

Chegter offered aquick nod, then forced himsdf to speak. "I'm out shopping...for atypewriter,
actudly...and | remembered that you've got agood sdection...you know, of all sorts of things..."

The man on the porch wasthick like hisvoice, and strong in acasud, bearish way. Tired jeansand a
faded Hawaiian shirt made an interesting fashion statement. He had the bright amora eyes of asquirrel.
"I'm not selling today,”" he warned. Then some base ingtinct took hold, and he said, " A typewriter, huh?



Yeah, | got afew. Out in the garage. What sort you huntin' for?”

They walked in the same direction, but not together. Chester fought the urge to look over his shoulder at
Eveyn. "A manud typewriter," he managed. "Nothing fancy." He was volunteering too much, but he
couldn't help it. "It'sfor my grandson, frankly. He wants an old typewriter so he can writejust like

Hemingway."

If the name meant anything to the gent, it didn't show. A burly arm jerked open arugting door. Insde the
huge garage were maybe half a dozen trucks and carsin various stages of being stripped or put back
together again. The lone working vehicle -- an old flatbed truck -- was carrying abig V-8 engine over its
rear axle, agreasy canvastarp thrown over it.

Chegter gave that engine aquick ook, realizing that it was the youngest thing inside this garage.

Exactly two typewriterswere waiting dong the farthest wall, buried under dust and the operator's manual
for some vanished dishwasher, Chester caught awhiff of unwashed flesh, athousand uncharitable
thoughts coming to mind. He had typing paper in hisback pocket. Unfolding it, he redized that his hands
were shaking. With amatching tremor in hisvoice, he said, " Just want to see how they work."

Could a shrewd predator somehow guess his plan?
Thefirst typewriter, abluish Smith Corona, had very faded, but very normal psand ks.

Chester began to roll the paper into the big gray Adler, but he adready knew it wasn't theright one. And
why should it be? Even if thiswas the cannibal, he would have his own typewriter in the house, or it
would have been sold ages ago. Except for the recipes, there was no evidence. After amoment of
typing, Chester turned to the man, regarding him in the hard glare of the shop lights. Then with the
steadiest voice he could manage, he asked, "Have you ever heard of VVengeance Stew?"

For along moment, the face was puzzled. Then came the dow flash of recognition, or maybe something
else. Whatever it was, the man muttered in alow, distinctly angry voice, "What do you mean,
vengeance?'

Chester opened his mouth, hisvoice stolen.
"Just what the hell do you want here?"
Good Lord, what if thiswasthe cannibal... ?

"Y ou don't give a shit about typewriters." The man walked to the flatbed and pulled the tarp down over
the newish engine. "Because I've got abill asde. If you think theré's something wrong here...!"

"Something's very wrong here," said Chester, feding it in his bones.
"Oh, yeah?' Now the man came at him. "Like what, you old shit?"

It had been forty years since Chester'slast fistfight, but panic gave him the old ingtincts. Unfortunately, his
reflexes were missing. Hisfirgt swing was diverted. His second swing did nothing but throw him off
balance, and his opponent gave him aquick smack in the belly, putting him down on his knees, down on
the very hard, very cold concrete.

"It'snot your engine," Chester heard, the voice faling from agreat height. "And | got abill asdeto prove
it!" Why was he talking about engines?



Looking up, Chester saw an ugly, angry facefloating over him. An enormousfist drifted past asthe voice
asked him, "What do you mean, vengeance? Tell me, or I'll kick the shit out of you!"

"The stew," Chester muttered. "I just want to know...what'sinit... "
"Stew? What the fuck do | know about stew?"
Chester tried to stand, and the fist drove him down again.

"Firg tel mewhy you came here. Who told you about my business?’ But asthe man lifted hisfist, he
seemed to lose both strength and will. The amord eyes became unfocused. The fight wasvisibly lesking
out of him.

Another voicefdl from an ever higher place.

A familiar voice, it said with ease and purpose, "I know arecipe. Rectums and testiclesin a sweet plum
sauce.”

Therewas along, long pause. Then Evelyn said, "If you hurt him, I'll cut your balls off. Do you
understand?'

The knife was resting between the man's legs. Judging by the long blade, it had spent years moving from
garage sdeto garage sde, rusting and dulling aong the way, but never losing its capacity to menace.

"I know how to use knives," shetold the man, working the blade even closer. "I can butcher you intwo
minutes. Beieveme."

Both men nodded, taking her at her word.
Absolutely.

There were an astonishing number of questionsthat Chester didn't ask in the next hour. Evelyn drove,
and he just sat, mute and exhausted, struggling to come to termswith arevelation that he couldn't have
predicted and with which he could never, ever cometo terms.

It was Evelyn who finaly spoke. Quietly, but with determination and a certain chilliness, shetold him,
"When we married, we promised not to ask about our pasts. It was your idea, as| remember. You said
that we'd probably done things that we regretted, bad things that were childish and maybe even
unforgivable. And | don't know what secrets you have, but if you think about it, very carefully, you'll see
that you till don't know anything about my secrets, either. Nothing substantia. Just guesses pulled out of
adamned box that | honestly thought waslogt. Lost, and gone.” A pause. "Some stupid little box full of
words on paper. Nothing else. Someone else's words, but you don't need to know whose. Do you hear
me ? Areyou listening? For God sake, say something to me, Chester... !"

"Likewhat?" he whispered, nothing audible over the rumble of their truck'sold engine,

Evelyn was crying. A woman of rare emotions, she made quite asight, driving with both hands on the
whed and her face wet and her voice struggling to remain in control. "When, when, when have | ever
disappointed you? Ever? Just point and say, 'Here you were abad wife. Y ou were an awful person. On
such-and-such occasion, you showed me an evil sde™

He couldn't point to aday, or even amoment, when anything resembling evil had emerged from hiswife.

With ajerk of thewhed, she pulled onto the shoulder, put the truck into neutral, then said, "Y ou drive. I'll



walk around and giveyou time... and if you want, just drive on..."
He said nothing, watching her open her door and step down.
Watching her dam the door shut.

Chester scooted in behind the whedl, pushing in the clutch and placing hisright hand on the gear shift.
Then he waited, watching her in one mirror, then the other; sudying her as she dowed, then stopped,
obvioudy giving him every chanceto leave her. He put it in gear, and he drove.

Backing up eight feet, he opened the passenger door and said, "Come on. There's an auction starting at
noon. If we speed, we can just about makeit."

She stood in the sun, giving him awary look.
"What kind of auction?' she asked.

"Y ou never know," Chester replied. Then after aminute, with agrim resolve, "That'sthe fun in them.”



