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CHAPTER 1

I SLAMMED ON THE brakes of the PG&E truck. Barely a foot ahead, a mud slide covered the road. I had been pondering Edwina Henderson, the last Henderson of the town of Henderson, and her perplexing connection with tonight’s Slugfest. I’d nearly driven into the mud slide.

“Damn!” Three more meters to read on this street, and one of them had to be blocked by mud! As I climbed down from the truck to check the mound, rain from the eucalyptus branches above splatted on my shoulders, and the fresh eucalyptus scent battled with the dank smell of mud. In March, at the end of the winter rains, mud slides were not uncommon in the Russian River area. It was not even surprising to find slides from last year still covering smaller roads. But this one was new; it crossed Kiev Road in a viscous drift and oozed down the hillside beyond. There was no way to drive over it or through it, and certainly no way to walk around it. Picking up my route book, I marked M-5—Road Blocked—where the read for the Yunellos’ account should have gone. This Missed Meter, because of its acceptable reason, would be added to the office’s count rather than to mine. But I would have to justify it to Mr. Bobbs when I got back—another nuisance.

The next account was a tiny red cottage whose owner had had visions of making a killing in real estate and had added a deck twice the size of the house to the rear; it looked as if the weight of the deck would catapult the little dwelling down the hillside and into the river. But despite the winter rains, it stood. And for me, the addition of the deck meant that the meter, which had once been easily accessible at the rear of the house, was now a full six feet under the edge. Tucking my route book under my chin, I crawled through the wet weeds to it.

The final account on Route H-4 (Henderson Office, Route 4) was the Victorian house of Edwina Henderson herself. It had been built here on Kiev Road near the top of the hill by her grandfather, the town founder, Edwin Henderson. Unlike the cottages that had sprung up around it, the pale blue-and-white stick-style Victorian had been lovingly maintained. It occupied one of the few flat parcels of land on the hillside.

I had read the meter here many times in the two years I’d lived in Henderson, but Edwina Henderson had never been home. There was no reason to assume she would be now, and even less to suspect that she would tell me, her meter reader, why she had pressured everyone from our local assemblyman to the Chamber of Commerce to hold this year’s Slugfest in Henderson. Still, I checked as I made my way around the side of the house to the rear porch. The meter was on the outside. Some meters were on enclosed porches and customers gave us keys to get in. This had been such a meter, but instead of entrusting her key to strangers, even bonded strangers, Edwina Henderson had had the meter moved. Jotting down the read, I closed the route book and headed back around the house.

A blue Volvo pulled into the driveway.

But Edwina Henderson wasn’t inside. The driver was a man I didn’t know. There were faces I couldn’t put names to, but few that I didn’t recognize at all after two years of reading town meters. But this man, who was probably close to forty, tall, with curly brown hair, a beard, and lapis blue eyes that shined through his rimless glasses, was certainly not one I would have overlooked. As he climbed out of the Volvo, I noted its parking sticker—SFSU—San Francisco State University. Was he a professor? In his brown herringbone jacket and black turtleneck, he looked the part.

Standing in the shelter of the house, I asked, “Have you come to see Edwina Henderson?”

“Right. She here?”

“I doubt it.”

He raised his bushy eyebrows. “I have a four-thirty appointment with her. I’m already late. Are you sure she’s not here?”

“Not positive. But it is Friday afternoon, and she does have a store to run. Maybe she planned on meeting you there.”

“But this is the address on her correspondence.”

I smiled. “She probably just forgot that, being from out of town, you wouldn’t realize she’d be at the shop. In all likelihood, she’s pacing around behind her special blends right now, irritated that you’re late.”

He shrugged. “Where is it?”

“On North Bank Road, the main street. It’s the tobacco shop.”

“Tobacco shop!” He laughed, and behind his glasses, his eyes relaxed. He had, I realized, quite a nice face. “You wouldn’t think the lady of this house would be selling cigars.”

“I suppose not. But Henderson Tobacconist’s Shop is as old as this house. It was founded by her grandfather after he gave up logging for the comforts of the indoor life.”

“He had the right idea. I had an awful time finding this place in the rain. I must have been up every winding dirt road on the hillside. Twice I had to back down. I almost went over the side the last time. If I had known about the shop being in the middle of town …” He turned toward the car, then stopped. “What do you do at night here?”

“Put on the headlights.”

He laughed. “I mean, where’s a good place to stay and what’s here in the way of night life?”

“Genelle’s Family Cabins, just west of town. And the bar.”

“And?”

“If you want to drive into Santa Rosa there are movies and things you can find in any city. But here in Henderson the entertainment is the bar.”

He sighed. “I was hoping for, well, something with a little more local color, something that would be sort of a memento of the area.”

“An event you wouldn’t find in the city? One you could tell your friends about?”

He nodded hesitantly.

“Well, if you want memorable, you should come to the Slugfest tonight.”

“Slugfest! I was looking for colorful, not barbaric.”

I laughed. “It’s not what you think.”

“It sounds like an event in a muddy field where the burliest drunks in town bash it out.”

“It’s not so violent, but it is probably just as disgusting. The Slugfest isn’t a boxing match, it’s an annual tribute to the California slug.”

“What?”

The slimy California slug—the shell-less snail that slithers toward the tasty green of just-sprouted flowers, that decimates lettuce and spinach plants, and lops off every bud in an entire garden in one night’s outing, leaving a trail oozing from the scene of one disaster to the next—moves most Californians to excess. Slugs range in size from those in the drier suburban areas that are no bigger than a finger, to the banana slug that makes its unwelcome home in damp spots like San Francisco and the Russian River area. Banana slugs grow up to twelve gelatinous inches long. Gardeners put out slug pellets, build moats of broken glass around their plants, and leave dishes of beer to lure the invaders to a sodden grave, but the slugs are undeterred. “At the Slugfest, there’s a prize for the biggest slug,” I said. “You have to be under twelve years old to enter one. It’s the first of three events. The second is the slug race.”

“A test of patience?”

“Very few photo finishes. The course is about two feet long, and the record is something like five minutes.”

“And? You said there were three things.”

I let a moment lapse. “The third event is the slug tasting.”

He didn’t speak; he just stared. I’d seen that expression before when people got their first inkling of the nature of that event. “It’s a take-off on county fairs where people bring their favorite foods. The essential ingredient in all of these recipes is slugs.”

When he still didn’t speak, I could feel myself getting into the spirit of the Slugfest. “Slug Chili is a perennial favorite. Slug Dogs were quite a hit one year. And for dessert, there’s Chocolate Sludge, and Banana Cream Pie—you know what kind of banana, of course.”

“And someone eats them?”

“The judges have to. That’s why they’re judges.”

“Where do they get these judges? The local asylums?”

I laughed. “The politicians find it hard to refuse. Every other year the Slugfest was run by The Paper, one of the area newspapers in Guerneville. The Paper ran stories on whom they’d asked and what their excuses were. The year Santa Rosa dumped its sewage into the Russian River the Santa Rosa city manager was a judge.”

“That’s real mea culpa.”

“He was a good sport. But this year the Slugfest will be here in Henderson. Edwina Henderson is organizing it.”

“This Edwina Henderson?” He glanced at the tidy Victorian house, then back to me. Admittedly, it didn’t look like the dwelling of a Slugfest devotee. “What kind of woman is she?”

Not knowing who this man was, I hesitated. Finally, I said, “She’s the last of the founding Hendersons. She calls herself an ‘historical environmentalist,’ someone who wants to keep the area as it was. Almost singlehandedly she got the county to pass an ordinance making it a crime to deface the Nine Warriors—nine giant redwoods along the river. That campaign was her great triumph. The trees are her great love; I think they symbolize the natural history of the area to her. She’s also the authority on the history of the town and the Pomo Indians, who lived here before the white man. And she’s fascinated with Asia—the land, the cultures. If there’s a slide-show on China or a lecture on Bushido, she’ll be there.”

What I didn’t say was that she was a wiry little woman whom I had rarely seen without both a cigarette and a cup of coffee. She was always rushing off to a town council meeting, lobbying to restore the Henderson railway depot, or circulating a petition to save this or preserve that. No one could get an injunction or court order faster than Edwina Henderson. She knew the ropes and the judges. Her dedication to historical Henderson, to preserving the Russian River, and to Pomo Indian history and rights was nearly boundless. If you had a battle, tireless Edwina Henderson was the woman you’d want in your corner. She’d give you her all, and the all of everyone she decided should be as committed as she was. But if you planned to relax back in that corner after the struggle, she’d drive you crazy in ten minutes. She was viewed, by the winter people in this resort area, with a fond but distant tolerance. Even members of the minority groups she supported and admired—Indians and Asians (groups with notably few members in our area)—found life on her pedestal trying.

I added, “She’s the last person you’d picture at the Slugfest. I’d be willing to bet she never went near any of the ones in Guerneville. But for some reason, she had to have this year’s Slugfest as a Henderson event, held in Henderson, with Henderson judges.”

“Who are those lucky souls?”

“Well, there’s Father Calloway of St. Agnes’s.”

“Showing mortification of the senses?”

I could tell I was dealing with a budding enthusiast here. “Then there’s Angelina Rudd, the manager of the fish ranch out at the ocean, and Curry Cunningham, who runs Crestwood Logging. He’s a member of the town council, the historical society, and an usher at St. Agnes’s.”

“Up-and-coming town leader?”

“The closest thing to a politician Edwina could get.”

“And who else?” he demanded. It didn’t seem to matter that he wouldn’t know any of these local people.

“There’s Edwina Henderson, herself, of course. And”—I couldn’t restrain my grin—“the manager of the town PG and E office, Mr. Bobbs.”

He glanced at my uniform. “Like having your boss eat his words, only better, huh?”

I nodded. At first glance, stoical Mr. Bobbs seemed the antithesis of Edwina Henderson. In his tan suit, which was the color of the PG&E trucks, he rarely got up from his desk in the windowless cubicle that served as his office; he was as much a fixture there as the tan bookcase or tan chair. But his sedentary nature was not an indication of laziness. Far from it. He husbanded all his energy for his one passion: the management of the Henderson PG&E office. He was installed behind his desk before the first meter reader arrived at seven A.M. and still fixed in his chair when the last of us left. He could recall which meters had been tampered with in 1968 or what the read was for Fischer’s Ice Cream Shop in June 1973. And he knew the Missed Meter Count of every office in Sonoma County, and doggedly struggled to limit his own—or failing that, to shift the guilt from the overall office count to the individual readers, as he would do with me today, when I got back to the office. A clear show of devotion to the company was his acquiescence to representing it at the Slugfest. The wonderfully ludicrous prospect of Mr. Bobbs downing a spoonful of Cream of Slug Soup could never be fully explained to a stranger.

“But why does Edwina Henderson want to have the Slugfest here? Does she have a bizarre sense of humor?” her visitor asked.

“No. It’s odd. She doesn’t have any sense of humor at all. But she wrenched the Slugfest from Guerneville, where it’s always been. She has to have some reason. You can ask her when you see her, but I wouldn’t count on getting an answer. You’ll probably just have to come tonight to find out.”

I gave him directions to Steelhead Lodge, where the Fest would be—clear directions. I was getting to like this man. I wanted him to be there. He would have to wait more than three hours to sate his curiosity, but Steelhead Lodge was on my route. I had saved that read for last. I figured if anyone had an idea why the Slugfest was going to be there it would be Bert Lucci, the manager. I knew what Bert Lucci thought of Edwina Henderson. If there was scandal or subterfuge involved, Bert Lucci would be delighted to tell me.



CHAPTER 2

STEELHEAD LODGE WAS ONE of those places realtors describe to prospects as “charming” and to each other as “dilapidated.” Named for the river trout that was the focus of most of its guests, the lodge was a big wooden rectangle with a high, pointed roof. The roof sloped down over a veranda that ran the length of the building. Had it sported comfortable rockers, screens to keep out the mosquitoes, and a view of the river, the veranda might have been appealing. But it had none of those plusses. It was bare of furniture. Once, more than twenty years ago, Steelhead Lodge had been painted green, but now most of that paint had peeled off and what remained was coated with dust from the unpaved parking area. The long-ago-shingled roof leaned heavily on rough posts, and the thick railings between those posts looked like they had supported too many beer-sodden fishermen.

This, I thought, is where the first lady of Henderson has chosen to have her Fest! Perhaps she did have a sense of humor.

I had been inside the lodge a number of times when I read this route. The lodge was notorious among meter readers, especially female meter readers, because it was one of those old buildings built before anyone conceived of women having such jobs as meter reading. The meter was in the men’s room! And in steelhead season, when every bunk in the lodge was filled with the Sonoma Fishermen’s Association, or the Modoc Fly and Tackle Club, and a goodly proportion of the club members were still suffering from the previous night’s drinking, making a dash into that bathroom when it was empty was a precision task.

Normally, at this time of year, the lodge would have been full. The same groups came year after year. The pine-paneled main room, with its sway-backed sofas, rattan tables that sagged from the weight of too many boots, and still-sticky spills on the floor, would be strewn with forgotten clothes, magazines, and aluminum cans that served as ashtrays or spittoons. The smell of stale smoke filled the room. This was not the type of place I could picture Edwina Henderson choosing for anything, even the Slugfest. I couldn’t imagine her agreeing to be inside here for two hours.

Another thing I couldn’t imagine was Bert Lucci working. But as I approached the front door, the sounds of hammering inside were clear. Mr. Bobbs might appear to be the antithesis of Edwina Henderson, but Bert Lucci was. Easygoing, he was always willing to stop, talk, and laugh. It was as if the energy for two people had been split between Edwina and Bert, and she had gotten it all. He was an averaged-sized man, bald but for a few tufts of gray hair poking out the sides. Habitually, he wore well-stained overalls and a shirt, denim or plaid, that matched the pants in accumulation of grime. He carried a hammer in his belt loop, but I had never before seen him use it.

I pushed open the door and spotted Bert Lucci perched halfway up a ladder fixing the paneling along the back wall. Beneath him, the once beer-stained, ash-scuffed floor glistened. And standing at the foot of the ladder, clipboard in one hand, cigarette in the other, was Edwina Henderson!

“Every panel on that side wall is loose,” she said. “You’ll have to see to that, Bert. Move the sofas back against the walls. The picnic tables can go by the door. Set up the folding chairs, and the stage, of course. And then there’s my podium. Move, man. We don’t have time to stand and gawk.”

“What about paint?” Bert asked. “You want the place painted in the next two hours?” He glanced back at Edwina and, seeing me, shook his head.

Edwina ignored his comment. “The kitchen, Bert. Is that ready?”

“I had Helping Hands in here for three days scrubbing it out. It should be clean enough even for you.”

Ignoring his sarcasm, Edwina nodded vigorously. Her short, serviceably cut brown hair quivered from the aftershock. She was a little, dark woman, with pale eyes that bulged as if to spot the offending speck of dirt more quickly. Her nose was narrow and hooked. The observation that in profile she resembled a steelhead trout had not originated with me. “And the folding chairs, Bert, you do have those, don’t you?”

“You had them delivered yourself. Mine weren’t good enough for you, remember?” he said. “Look, don’t you have something to do at the store? Aren’t you afraid Hooper’s smoking a peace pipe in the back and your customers are spitting on the sidewalk?”

His mention of the store reminded me of Edwina’s guest. “Edwina,” I said, coming up to the pair, “there is a man waiting for you at the store.”

She spun toward me. “A man? Who haven’t I seen?” she asked herself, as if to short-cut waiting for my reply.

“He’s not local. Drives a blue Volvo.”

“Maybe he’s Chinese, Edwina, or an Apache,” Bert said. “You better get down there.”

Cutting him off before he could deliver a deeper dig at Edwina’s well-known, unquestioning support for Indians and Asians, I said, “He’s about six feet tall, and has curly brown hair and a beard.” I was hoping Edwina would mention who he was, but my description didn’t seem to enlighten her.

Still, she thrust her clipboard under her arm and said, “I’d best get down there. Can you manage now, Bert? I could have Curr drop Hooper off to help you.”

“I’ve managed this lodge for thirty years. I think I’ll make it through another three hours.”

“Call me if anything isn’t right.” She was halfway to the door. “I can get back here.” And then she was gone.

“Goddamned woman,” he muttered as the front door banged. “Does she think nothing moves without the snap of her tongue? First she’s got to have the lodge. Gives me three months’ notice. I’ve got parties booked in here years ahead. Does that impress her? No, it doesn’t.” Still on the ladder, he leaned his arm on a rung. “ ‘Let them stay in a motel,’ she says. ‘They’ll be in no condition to care where they sleep,’ she says. What she doesn’t say is ‘Let me give you what they would have paid you, Bert.’ No ma’am, I don’t hear those words from her. You know her?” he demanded, looking directly at me for the first time.

“Not well.”

“Save yourself the pleasure. Particularly if you’re thinking of some kind of business arrangement. Once that woman’s got a dime, it never leaves her hands.”

“Why did you let her have the lodge?”

But Bert Lucci was too well launched in his monologue to be deflected. “So, once I agreed, then all of a sudden, it’s not good enough. Now I ask you, is she planning to have the Queen of England here? Is she thinking of bringing her good family china and putting on a formal dinner? No. This is the Slugfest my lodge isn’t good enough for. I had a janitorial service out here for three days. And you know who had to pay for that. They spent an entire day on the bathroom alone.”

I pressed my lips together to forestall a laugh. I knew what shape the bathroom had been in. “She went to a lot of trouble to bring the Slugfest here,” I said, trying to steer Bert Lucci back to my interest.

“Spent too much time in that cigar store. Last thing that woman needs is nicotine to speed her up. What she needs is a harness to keep her out of the way of normal people.”

I laughed. “I heard you rather liked Edwina when you two were younger,” I said.

“Like! A day with that woman is what convinced me to live here in the woods.”

“If she’s such a plague to you, why did you let her come here with the Slugfest?”

Bert Lucci stepped down from the ladder. “Curry Cunningham got me a group of logging crews from up north just for Saturday night. That’ll make up some of the fees. But I’ll tell you, if you know Edwina, you know Her Highness is not a woman you tell no.”

“But why did she insist on having the Slugfest here to begin with?”

Bert Lucci’s face softened. He eased the hammer back through the loop in his pants. “Don’t make sense, I’ll grant you that. Told her that myself, when I could get a word in between her orders. But you know she doesn’t bother to explain herself.” With a sigh, he said, “I can’t stop and gab now. I’ve still got enough work for six days left. And if everything’s not just right, you can bet I’ll hear about it. Her Highness wants it up to snuff when the television cameras get here.”

“Television?” The Slugfest was a local event, more in the line of a church supper than a newsmaker. It hardly merited network coverage.

“So she says. She had me install two-twenty wiring for them. They’d better show. And it’s already after five o’clock; I’ve got to get hammering.”

After five! I raced for the men’s room, pushing open the door without even a knock. It was empty, and spotless. It looked like it had been renovated rather than merely cleaned. I noted the read, and then ran for my truck.

When I got back to the PG&E office Mr. Bobbs would be waiting. It was just a question of what he would be more perturbed by—my late return and the Missed Meter, or his impending duty as a judge of the Slugfest.



CHAPTER 3

MR. BOBBS WAS NOT seated in his cubicle waiting for me. He was out in the middle of the office, pacing. With his light brown hair and pale horn-rimmed glasses, his tan suit and shoes, he resembled a cloud of dust blowing toward me. Pointedly, he looked at his watch.

“I know it’s after five-thirty,” I said. “A number of roads were out. There are three new mud slides, not to mention the ones left from last year.”

Before, he had looked distressed; now his eyes narrowed in suspicion. But I knew he was not worrying about the hazardous roads having endangered me; he was afraid of a Missed Meter.

I put the route book on the table before me. “There are no Changes,” I said. “Changes” were notations we made when a meter had been removed or tampered with and required a repairman or an inspector. “But I do have an M-Five.”

His pale eyes narrowed further. I was amazed he could still see. “Bad road?” he demanded. “Tell me about it.”

He meant “justify it.” “There was a mud slide across Kiev Road.”

“Your truck has four-wheel drive.”

“A tank couldn’t get through that.”

“Did you try?”

“If I had tried, the truck would still be there.”

He eyed my boots for evidence of mud. With a quick shake of the head, he said, “Clean. Didn’t you attempt to circumvent the obstacle on foot?”

“Mr. Bobbs, Kiev Road is on the hillside. If I’d tried to walk around that mud, I’d have slid all the way down into the river. And,” I added, knowing his weak spot, “I would have lost my route book.”

He winced. I had lost a route book to an angry German shepherd three months ago. He’d been going for my leg when I proffered the book. Snapping his jaws around the tasty leather cover, he shook it till every page sailed out, half onto the muddy rain-covered hillside and the rest into the river. I’d spent days on the phone to the main office in San Francisco copying over all five hundred names, addresses, meter numbers, and reads. And while I had done that, my routes had gone unread. Late routes go on the office report—Mr. Bobb’s report—as do unjustified Missed Meters. If I failed to read a meter because of a locked gate, or something blocking it, or because it was so obscurely placed that I just couldn’t find it, then the miss went on my Missed Meter Count. It was my responsibility to contact the customer and deal with the problem. I was allowed only four and a half misses per thousand. But if I failed to record a meter because of an acceptable reason, like a bad road, then I was in the clear; it was the office’s count it was noted on. And since the little offices in the rugged areas always had more Missed Meters than the city offices, where there were no felled redwoods blocking the roads or bulls huffing at outlying gates, Mr. Bobbs was always in the position of justifying his count. He fought us on every M-5. Presenting him with a Missed Meter was like telling Edwina Henderson to put up No Smoking signs.

He glared down at the offending route book. “We’ll hold that read out.” He looked back at his watch. “Too late to contact Public Works today. First thing Monday. And you can drive by to see if that slide has shifted.”

I was tempted to argue that my route for Monday was nowhere near Kiev Road, that I didn’t have time to hassle Public Works about a slide I knew they wouldn’t clear for months, and that Mr. Bobbs didn’t need to hold this read out to badger me with next week (other offices didn’t do that). But it was nearly six o’clock, and on Friday night, the night of the Slugfest, I had other things to do. “Perhaps,” I said, “your sacrifice tonight will make up for this month’s Misses.”

Mr. Bobbs stared. One of the attributes he shared with Edwina Henderson was the absence of humor. To him, the idea that anything even this loosely connected with our utility company could be laughable was close to heresy.

Silently, I extricated the offending page and handed it to him. Route book in hand, I turned toward the storeroom, where I would drop it in the tan, dufflelike San Francisco bag that would carry it to the computer in the city.

“Miss Haskell!”

“Yes?”

“Your Missed Meter Count is already at four.”

I nodded. As I put my truck key on the hook and signed out, I thought that no one but Mr. Bobbs would know by heart each reader’s Missed Meter Count. I hoped that when he got his first bite of slug tonight, it would be raw.

It was eight-thirty when I pulled up outside Steelhead Lodge. The Slugfest was scheduled to start at eight, but the first event was the award for the biggest slug. Then there were the races, which went, as the master of ceremonies said each year, “at a snail’s pace.” Coming half an hour late, I expected to arrive just in time for the final heat.

The rain was lighter now, but the unpaved parking area had the consistency of chocolate pudding. Cars and pickups were parked every which way, and as I headed toward the veranda I could see the crowd huddled three and four deep around a Ping-Pong table. I glanced at them, looking for a tall, curly-haired man. But Edwina’s visitor was nowhere in sight. In the middle of the onlookers, by the table, was Bert Lucci. “That’s Sluggo in the lead,” he was calling out, “with Escargot second, then trailing behind are Slimy, Spot, and it looks like Swifty is dead.” All eyes were aimed at the table’s three concentric circles. The slugs, I knew from last year’s event, started in the middle and made their way to the outer rim. The contestants could be rented (with no possibility of return) for ten cents. And from the look of the crowd, every grammar-school child in Henderson was there, screaming encouragements that appeared to slide off the backs of their steeds. At the outer ring of the crowd, parents leaned back, oblivious to the decrepitude of the veranda railing, drinks in hand.

The Slugfest was symbolic of what the Russian River area had become: no longer strictly a secluded back country in the winter and a down-scale family resort of mildewed motels and poison-oak-covered campsites in summer. It was in transition, with its divergent groups: the old fishing families who had lived here for generations; the hippies from the sixties influx; the gays from the latest immigration; people who had summered here as children and come back “home”; civil servants from Santa Rosa and Sebastopol; and those who were fed up with the pressures of San Francisco life and marriages that had been no more personal than a business card, who longed for a place where they would be more than a digit in the vacancy or unemployment rolls—people like me.

The Slugfest was our spoof of “country-ness,” of the county fair bake-offs and black currant jelly tastings. Its consummate tastelessness amused every segment of the river community. The more disgusting the entrees, the better; the cornier the judges’ comments, the more delicious we found them. Every year The Paper in Guerneville devoted weeks to pre-Slugfest hype, selling Slugfest T-shirts, soliciting judges, and quoting the excuses of those who couldn’t stomach the molluscous repasts. They captured the judges’ gastric distress in print and on film; the post-Slugfest issue of The Paper had a veritable bloat of coverage.

The Slugfest was part church supper, part high camp. Everyone understood that—everyone, it seemed, but Edwina Henderson. She couldn’t see the tongue-in-cheek quality of it because, of course, she had not a soupçon of humor. She must simply have found the whole thing boorish, which made her desire to run it all the more puzzling.

“Going pretty well, don’t you think?” Curry Cunningham was standing beside me. He was a smallish man in his mid-thirties, with dark wavy hair thinning across the top and cut river-chic long. With his upturned nose, thick eyebrows, and prominent jaw, he could have stepped out of a St. Patrick’s Day card, had it not been for his slightly bulging eyes. Like Edwina Henderson’s, they looked as if they had been stretched forward to see things first for so long that now they found that vantage point normal. They were the eyes of the man who, after only a year in town, was already on the city council. Curry Cunningham ran Crestwood Logging, a small venture, which, he was quick to tell you, was so ecologically sound that it had been used as a showpiece by the State Forestry Department.

“I’m surprised to see Bert Lucci running this,” I said.

“A natural choice. He’s doing a great job.” Curry smiled at me. “He’s barely stopped talking in half an hour. And look at the kids. He’s got them thinking the winner will take the race by a nose. I’m only sorry my own boy, Terry, can’t be here.”

“Is he sick?”

“No, no. Megumi, my wife, took him to Japan with her for the semester. She’s Japanese. Her field is Eastern Buddhist Art. In that tradition they believe the most perfect work is the one that most faithfully reproduces an earlier great work. The continuity is through the work rather than through the artist, you see.” He sounded as if he were repeating by rote what his artistic wife had explained to him. “So it’s vital that she be where the great works are. She’s been back to see the collections at all the museums on the East Coast. Still, it’s a shame for Terry to miss the Slugfest. It’s one thing he’ll never see in Japan.”

“There’s always next year.”

A woman with long dark hair caught at the back of her neck—Angelina Rudd—made her way in front of us, nodding curtly to Curry. I knew her by sight. She wasn’t much older than me, maybe thirty-five, but already she managed the fish ranch at the mouth of the river and had a house near the top of the hill in Jenner by the Pacific. She was rarely home when I read her meter, and at the fish ranch it was the guard who unlocked the gate and accompanied me to the meter and back. So even if my face looked familiar to her, it probably fell into that uncomfortable category of those that couldn’t be readily placed. And she was clearly too preoccupied to bother finding my niche at the moment. Looking past me, she took a long swallow from her glass.

“Don’t ruin your appetite,” Curry said to her, grinning. “We judges have to have fresh palates.”

She scowled. “I hope Crestwood Industries appreciates this. If they hadn’t insisted—if you hadn’t told them about this—I wouldn’t have set foot in here or have done anything to help that old witch out of a bind.”

When she had moved on, Curry Cunningham shrugged uncomfortably. Both Crestwood Logging and the Russian River Fish Ranch were parts of Crestwood Industries. There had been speculation that Angelina, who had run the fish ranch since the property had been purchased a year and a half ago, would be given charge of all Crestwood’s area industries. She’d even been called to the Crestwood headquarters in Baltimore to be interviewed. When Curry had arrived from there, six months later, with that job in the bag, Angelina hadn’t hidden her irritation. Apparently, time hadn’t diminished her bitterness.

“How come Bert is center stage here and not Edwina?” I asked, partly to fill the silence Angelina had left.

“Good sense on her part?” Curry replied.

“When she rushed out here this afternoon, she left him with enough work to keep him going till Wednesday. I’m surprised even she could get him to do anything else.”

Curry grinned again. “Don’t worry about Bert overdoing it. He called Hooper at the tobacco store. I dropped Hooper off here at five-thirty. So you can guess who’s done the hauling and lifting since then.”

I laughed. Clearly Bert had gotten to Hooper as soon as I had left, and well before Edwina had had a chance to get back to the tobacco store and intercept his call.

A scream went up by the table. “Sluggo,” Bert announced, had triumphed. After a break, he added, the gourmet judging would begin.

I headed inside. At the left, a table was set up for a bar. Most of the crowd was either making their way to or from it. A few were settling on folding chairs by the stage. On the platform five chairs were positioned behind a long table. At each place was a soup spoon, the de rigueur utensil of the Fest. Cooks of the slug-filled entrees would hold their dishes in front of each judge while he dug in with his spoon. The dishes wouldn’t be moved until he had taken his share.

I glanced to the right of the stage, at another long table where some of the entrees were already waiting. Hooper, Henderson’s self-pronounced Pomo Indian leader (and probably the town’s only full-blooded Pomo), seemed to be guarding them—not that I could imagine anything that could adulterate a slug dish. Next to the folding table was Edwina’s podium. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find Edwina up there already, assembling notes, preparing for whatever she planned to present to the television cameras. But her podium was empty.

I made my way through the crowd to the bar and bought a brandy and soda. Perhaps the receipts from the bar were the inducement Edwina had used to convince Bert Lucci to turn out the weekend’s fishermen in favor of the Fest.

Inside the kitchen Leila Katz bent over a container of red sauce that smelled so enticingly spicy that I was almost sorry I wouldn’t be offered any. Next to her stood Chris Fortimiglio—not the first person I would have expected to see here tonight. Chris, like his father and grandfather, was a fisherman. Now, with salmon season only three days away, I would have expected him to be at the dock in Bodega Bay, checking his lines or drinking with the fleet, listening for a hint of where the coho might be biting.

The Fortimiglios had been good friends to me when I moved up here from San Francisco two years ago. Chris’s mother, Rosa, had fed me often, and I’d spent many an evening in their living room, listening to the Fortimiglios and their numerous relatives and friends (who comprised almost all the winter population of Henderson) passing the word of who was doing what. Gossip was as integral to the Fortimiglio household as pasta—but there was no malice in that gossip. If someone in town had a problem, they wanted to be there to help. They had pulled my pickup truck out of the mud; they had brought me a kerosene lamp the first time the lights went out, knowing that I, a new arrival from the city, wouldn’t be prepared to deal with a power outage. They had made me feel a part of the town. And when we had all been caught up in a murder and it had separated us, I felt the loss. Chris was still friendly, but awkward about it, as if he was betraying a trust he didn’t quite believe in. As for Rosa, it was as if the sight of me brought it all back.

But if Curry Cunningham had left my questions unanswered, I didn’t expect that worry with Chris Fortimiglio. I glanced down at his tray. It held five small pastry shells, each filled with a suspiciously lumpy mixture in red sauce, topped with cheese, and sprinkled heavily with black olive bits. He was adjusting their positions on the tray. “What are they?” I asked.

“Slug Pizzas. They’re good.”

“Did you make them?” I asked in disbelief.

“Well …”

“Rosa?” Rosa’s culinary renown was unequaled in Henderson.

Chris looked away. He was one of those blond Italians—tall, already tanned from working on his boat. “Well …”

“How come she’s not here then?”

“You remember my nephew Donny, Vejay. Well, he bought some tobacco at Edwina’s store last fall, and he got sick. You know how bad his asthma is. We had to take him to the emergency room. Afterward, Mama told Edwina, and well … Mama’s forgiven Edwina, but Edwina’s still on her high horse. I was kind of surprised that she didn’t find some reason to throw out my entry.”

“I’m surprised you made an entry.”

Chris hesitated, then grinned. “It was Donny’s idea. His nose drops were pretty expensive. We could really use that fifty dollars. And you know, with Mama’s cooking, we’re hard to beat.”

Behind us, Leila Katz spooned her spicy sauce into long-stemmed crystal dishes. The kitchen had a festive atmosphere, more relaxed than I would have imagined anyplace with Edwina Henderson in charge. I glanced around. “Where is Edwina, Chris?”

“Isn’t she outside?”

“I haven’t seen her. Her podium is empty.”

Chris put down the tray. “She hasn’t been in here. I don’t know where she is. Have you seen her, Leila?”

Leila Katz was another person I wouldn’t have expected to see here. She was Edwina’s niece, though no one would have guessed by looking at her. Her short black hair hung in unruly curls, and her nose and cheeks were as soft and wide as Edwina’s were sharp. Only in shortness did she resemble her aunt. She ran the Women’s Space, a bookstore and general gathering place for women, straight and gay. It was no secret that lesbian rights was not one of Edwina’s causes. As the creator of the town museum (a room connected to the tobacco store), Edwina was nothing if not traditional. The last I had heard, she and Leila weren’t even speaking. “I thought she’d be here all day,” Leila said. “Bert was afraid she’d commandeer one of his bunks at night.”

“It’s almost nine o’clock,” I said. “She should have been here an hour ago. You don’t think something’s happened to her, do you?”

“Like she had a few too many to fortify her for her meal here?” Leila suggested.

All three of us stood silent, putting off the inevitable question. Finally, it was Chris who said, “Maybe someone ought to call her house and check.”

There was another silence. Leila, the obvious candidate, was waiting for one of us to offer. Chris shifted his weight.

In the main room I could hear Bert Lucci beckoning judges to the platform. The shuffle of feet suggested a concerted effort by the audience to get one last drink before sitting down.

Bert Lucci stuck his head into the kitchen. “Almost ready?”

“Are you going to start without Edwina?” I asked.

“No. She’s in her place. Looks a little green, but that’s not unusual for a judge, or for Edwina at any time.”

As one, Chris and Leila sighed.

I hurried out, and after a quick survey of the audience to spot Edwina’s curly-haired visitor—he wasn’t here—plopped down in the one remaining seat in the first row, right in front of Edwina. Bert Lucci had been right about her looking green. Unlike the Edwina of this afternoon, who could barely stand still long enough to give orders, now she slumped in her chair, noticing neither the audience nor the procession of platters from the kitchen. Maybe Leila had been right about her aperitifs. In the sticky heat of the crowded room, a number of drinkers were beginning to look sleepy.

The other judges seated themselves. Bert Lucci stood behind them demanding the audience’s attention.

“Why doesn’t he use the podium?” I asked Leila, who had come in and squatted beside me.

“Edwina told him to stay off. For herself only.”

“How come?”

“Who knows with Edwina? Bert said he wasn’t about to ask.”

“… Bobbs of our own Henderson PG and E office,” Bert announced. Mr. Bobbs looked every bit as green as Edwina. He tried to force a smile. I couldn’t remember ever seeing him smile, and this evening he didn’t break that record. The crowd applauded first his introduction, and, more heartily, his vain attempt to look cheerful.

Curry Cunningham was next. At his name, he stood and bowed, holding his stomach. It was clearly a crowd pleaser.

Angelina Rudd did smile. “If my fish can eat worms, I can eat slugs … I hope.” She was greeted by laughter. It seemed to surprise and please her. She hardly looked like the same moody woman who had snapped at Curry Cunningham.

The fourth judge was Father Calloway, the white-haired priest from St. Agnes’s. His was the parish of the fishing families. Many of his flock were in the audience, and they applauded him with enthusiasm. Father Calloway shook his head. “I’ve taken vows of chastity and obedience, not tastelessness. I don’t know why I’m here.”

“Reward in heaven,” someone called from the back.

“And, taking the last seat, the traditional Slugfest host’s seat,” Bert Lucci said from behind Edwina Henderson, “is the lady who brought this auspicious affair to Henderson. And after the judging, if she can still speak, she tells me she’ll have an announcement of importance to make.”

I poked Leila. “Aha!”

The crowd applauded, but Edwina barely looked up.

I hadn’t paid attention to the light, but now I noticed the hot bright lights necessary for filming. Glancing back into the room, I spotted a hand-held television camera, but I couldn’t see the logo on it. Still, getting attention from any television station, no matter how small, was quite an accomplishment, one Edwina didn’t seem to be taking advantage of.

But Bert Lucci certainly was. Thrust into the limelight, he blossomed as an emcee. “Let’s hear it for the Grand Promenade,” he called out.

Curry Cunningham got up and stood back. “Ladies first.” He motioned Angelina and Edwina forward. Taking Father Calloway by the arm, he said, “Clergy second.”

“Fools rush in, eh?” the priest retorted as he headed toward the display table.

Mr. Bobbs was still in his chair. Mimicking a head waiter, Curry pulled the chair back, assisted him up, and gave the chair a shove back in place.

On the food table, each dish sat on its tray by the front edge, ready for its creator to pick up the tray and carry it the few steps to the left and offer it to the seated judges.

“Take a good look, judges,” Bert said. “Breathe in the aroma of garlic, and tomato sauce, and sautéed mollusk. Look for the best, the most slug-filled portions.” He clapped his hands slowly, starting the audience off on the rhythmic accompaniment to the halting pace of the judges as he led them around the front of the table, stopping them in front of each dish, so that each judge stood before a dish, then moved a step and paused by the next dish. The funereal pace of this enforced march was popular with the audience, which added foot stomping to the clapping. Clearly, it was not with Mr. Bobbs. Bert had to grab his arm to keep him from sailing past the last two dishes and back to his seat. And even when he did make it there, he nearly knocked over his chair in his haste to get in it.

When the rest of the judges were back in their seats, and the audience quiet, Bert picked up the first tray, of what appeared to be shrimp cocktails in long-stemmed crystal, and held it out for the audience to see. “Looks pretty tasty, doesn’t it? And that’s just from a distance. If you were up here where these judges just were, or where I am now, you’d be able to see those scrumptious little feelers on each head. Leila Katz”—he beckoned her onto the stage—“tells me she boiled the slugs, cleaned them, and put them in her special spicy slug sauce. Leila, here, you can serve the judges, so you can enjoy every one of their eager expressions. They’ve had time to look forward to this dish now.”

To the background of laughter, Leila Katz took the tray and held it before each of the five, as they took a cocktail.

“One bite,” Bert Lucci directed. “Just enough to pass judgment. All together now. Get those tasty little fellows on your spoons, judges. Wait. No cutting! You can handle a whole one, right, folks?”

The audience applauded.

The three middle judges held their filled spoons up. Curry Cunningham glanced at his and rolled his eyes. Father Calloway took a deep breath. But Angelina Rudd now looked no more apprehensive than if it was indeed a shrimp awaiting her. I recalled she was a fisherman’s daughter. She had probably eaten plenty more questionable things than this when playing around the docks. Edwina Henderson raised her spoon and held it steady, eyeing it with the expression from American Gothic. But it was Mr. Bobbs who garnered everyone’s attention. His hand shook as he lifted the laden spoon. Swallowing hard, he stared at it as if face-to-face with an infinity of Missed Meters.

“All right, judges,” Bert Lucci announced. “Down the hatch!”

Four spoons entered four mouths set in four faces filled with stoicism or disgust. The fifth spoon—Mr. Bobbs’s—remained unmoved.

“Pretty tasty, eh, folks?”

Mr. Bobbs lifted the spoon up in front of his mouth.

“Oh, look here, one of our judges is savoring the moment. Well, we’ve got time, Mr. Bobbs. You probably just wanted everyone’s attention, right?”

Mr. Bobbs stared at the spoon. His nostrils drew back from the smell.

“Ah, yes, the aroma of fine food, right, Mr. Bobbs?” Bert Lucci sounded more like an emcee and less like a handyman with each comment. Mr. Bobbs didn’t move.

“Let’s give him some encouragement, folks.”

The audience began to clap rhythmically.

“Down the hatch!” someone called out in time with the clapping. The rest of the audience picked up the chant. I could make out the voices of two meter readers, loud and gleeful. “Down the hatch! Down the hatch!”

Mr. Bobbs opened his mouth.

“Down the hatch!”

He swallowed hard, shut his eyes, and shoved the spoon in his mouth.

The room shook with applause and stamping of feet.

Mr. Bobbs’s eyes opened wide. Then he gagged. He clutched his throat, stumbled off the platform, and staggered into the bathroom.
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