The Town

A few of the townspeople formed a circle in Joe's Saloon parking lot. They stood around the dead and mutilated body of a man. Blood and muddy water mixed and formed a rust-colored pool in the oyster shells. A few flies deserted the trailer where Joe kept his empties, crawled through the blood, and over the man's face and hair. No one wanted to get close enough to shoo them away.

"Who is it?" Jake Cormier asked. He stopped at Joe's every morning for a cup of coffee before going to his small soybean field on the Ellison Parish Blacktop. He peered down at the body, and his face turned ashen.

"Hard to tell," Lawrence Vidrine answered, squinting at the body. "Sure is a mess."

"It's Alain Babineaux." Joe Stelly, the owner and bartender of the saloon, buried his soft white hands in his apron to stop them from shaking.

"Mon Dieu," Jake said. "I would have never recognized him."

"You know him well, Joe?" someone from the outer fringes of the circle asked.

"Lives out of town on his daddy's farm." Joe stared at the body. He indicated the graveled road with his head. "Toward Isaacton. He played bourrè and poker in my bar now and again. Played last night."

"I remember him now," Lawrence said. He stood over the body and studied what was left of Alain's face. "Usually comes in with Slim Pateau. Doesn't he?"

Joe nodded.

"Anybody told his kin?" Nat Manuel, the town's only politician, asked.

"Pete's gone get his wife."

"Isn't she that real pretty gal that blew into town one day and called you a ignorant Cajun, Nat?"

"She was mad at me, Jake, because I wouldn't give Alain a charge account, may he rest in peace."

Nat was the mayor of the Serpentville community and the owner of Nat Manuel's Grocery Store located on Serpentville's main street. He was a big man with a red face and huge gut, which he tried to hide with his dark sports coat. Nat had problems with his legs and always looked as if he were hopping through coals, moving from one foot to the other.

"Why didn't you, Nat?" Lawrence asked, but Nat did not get a chance to answer. Pete LaSache drove the murder victim's pick-up into Joe's lot. Pete had discovered the body on his way to work at the cotton gin.

Alain's wife, a good-looking, dark-skinned, and dark-haired woman climbed out of the passenger side. She staggered toward the circle, and people parted enough to let her through. When she saw her husband's body, she fell to her knees next to him in a puddle of muddy water and blood. She lifted his head and cradled it in her lap. Bits of flesh, brain, and coagulated blood fell from what was left of it, but she did not seem to notice. She looked up at the crowd, but no one met her eyes. She rocked back and forth and cried softly.

"Get her away from here," Nat said."

"Where we going to take her, Nat? To your store?"

"You know I can't have a crying widow like this in my store. It would interrupt business." Someone laughed softly. Nat ignored it. "Why not take her over to the widow Fontenot's place?" He motioned to Viola Fontenot's little clapboard house on the edge of Joe's lot.

Joe stepped behind the woman.

"Why don't we do that? Somebody give me a hand with her." Joe was a short pudgy man who worked at his bartender image. His white apron, his beer gut, and his soft white hands were his most distinguishing features, and he was careful to cultivate them because he felt it gave people a sense of security if he looked the part. He placed his hands under the woman's armpits and lifted, but she didn't budge.

"Come on, Mrs. Babineaux. We're going to take you over to Viola's house next door until we can straighten up around here."

"No." She shook herself free, and her husband's head fell to the lot with a sickening plop. She looked at her hands. Sticky half-dried blood, bits of flesh, and brain clung to them. She fainted, and Joe caught her.

"Come on, Jake. Help me carry her." Jake separated himself from the crowd and with his head turned slightly from the dead body, helped Joe lift her. The townspeople parted a little and the two men carried her to Viola's front porch.

Joe knocked on the iron-grey boards.
