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Chapter One 

 

A siren sliced through the drone of traffic, and Alec Monceau caught the glint from a 

flashing red light in his rearview mirror. The police car bore down hard, and he glanced at his 

speedometer. 

His eyes widened. “I go only going thirty-seven in forty zone,” he muttered. 

  Checking his mirror for the cop car, he glimpsed his own face. “Police Shoot Young 

Black Man in Traffic Stop,” the recent headline read. There had been others during his three 

years in the United States. But Alec was in his mid-forties. Still … maybe that thing on his 

bumper was a mistake. 

            Fear pierced his calm demeanor, and he stiffened, his grip on the steering wheel 

tightening. 

            The squad car was on his bumper. Alec turned his head and saw, through the gloaming 

engulfing the prosaic suburban landscape like a rising tide, a line of cars traveling beside him.   

 He slowed to allow the cars to get ahead, then moved over and exited from Lake Worth 

Road onto Shelby Road, continuing for twenty-five yards before coming to a stop on the gravelly 

shoulder.  

The cop car, bearing the insignia Granville Police, turned onto the road and pulled up 

behind Alec’s Geo Prizm, a 1999 model that looked newer than nine years, its royal-blue exterior 

glistening in the fading daylight.  

As it did so, a passenger in a gray, 2004 Mazda 3 sedan several cars back on Lake Worth 

Road, in the right lane, said to the driver, “Quick. Pull over into that vacant lot. I have to piss and 

I can’t wait.” 

 Garbuncle’s voice rang with urgency, and Brad Hitchens swerved the Mazda into the lot, 

just before the side road. He stopped the car and turned the lights off as Hiram Garbuncle 

stumbled out and stood beside the car so motorists couldn’t see him urinating in the charcoal 

twilight. Hitchens gazed out the passenger-side windshield at the scene on Shelby where the red 

light flashed. 

 The cop on the passenger side of the squad car jumped out, pulled his sinewy six-foot-

two frame upright, and marched toward Alec. The officer walked with knees turned outward, 

looking to Hitchens as though he had a stick up his rectum. The cop’s muscled arms poked 

outward at the elbows. 

“Why didn’t you pull over sooner?” he shouted in mid-stride. 

 “I couldn’t,” Alec said in a plaintive tone. “There was cars next to me and …” 

 The cop’s billy club slammed into his head above and to the side of the right eye. A large 

gash opened, and blood spurted out. Alec staggered, almost falling.   

 “Holy crap,” said Hitchens. “Did you see that?” 

 “Aw shit,” said Garbuncle. “You made me jerk and piss on your car.” 

 “Great,” said Hitchens. “You got enough booze in your urine to take the paint off. Why 

didn’t you piss at the end of the ballgame, before we left my place? Although I don’t suppose it 

would have done a lot of good, after all the vodka you drank.” 

 Garbuncle continued urinating while gawking at the police scene, his head angled right. 

The driver of the police car, somewhat older than his young partner, got out, revealing a modest 



paunch, and bounded up to Alec. “So you like Obama, huh?” he shouted. “Maybe you oughta 

worry about gittin’ that busted taillight fixed ’stead o’ decorating your bumper.” 

 “Taillight?” Alec sputtered. “Oh, yes, I forget. I have appointment at shop tomorrow and 

…”   

 The thickset driver cop rammed one end of his billy club into Alec’s solar plexus. He 

doubled up, gasping for air. 

 “Oh man,” said Garbuncle, who had finished evacuating and was pulling his zipper up. 

He stood motionless and stared. “They’re beating the crap out of that guy.” 

 “That’ll teach you to resist arrest,” yelled the squad driver. The other cop smashed his 

club on the back of Alec’s neck, pitching him forward. He fell face down. The older cop kicked 

him in the ribs and ripped his arms back and up, sending Alec’s face grinding into the gravel. 

The partner kneeled and thrust his knee into the small of Alec’s back, then jerked his wrists 

together and locked them in handcuffs. The officers grabbed his forearms and yanked him to a 

standing position. Alec screamed.  

 “Where you from, mother fuckin’ darkie?” the younger cop demanded. “You got an 

accent.” 

 “Trinidad,” Alec mumbled. 

 “Where the fuck is that? Someplace in Africa?” 

 “By Venezuela,” Alec croaked. 

 “That’s what I said. Don’t get smart with me.” The cop swung his stick hard across 

Alec’s shins. He cried out. 

 “Yer kinda light-skinned, like Obama. Prob’ly from the same place. Fuckin’ monkeys 

tryin’ to take over the country.” 

 The cops shoved Alec into the back seat of the police car, and he gasped from the 

wrenching in his shoulder. The driving officer ambled to the back of the squad car with his arrest 

book and wrote the information on the faulty taillight. As he climbed behind the wheel, his 

partner in the passenger seat lowered his head and, without turning it, said out of the side of his 

mouth, “Maybe we oughta sit here for a little while and let this guy recover some before we haul 

him in. He don’t look too good.” 

 “Yeah,” the driver agreed, and began writing in his arrest book:  

 Subject driving west on Lake Worth Road, aproksamatly 400 yards west of Military Trail 

at 7:45 p.m. Obzerved rite tail lite of subject’s car not working. Terned on flashing lite, but 

subject kep going strate. Got on his bumper and he finely terned on to Shelby Road and pulled 

over about 100 yards north and got out. When officer Pickens aprocht him, subject began 

cersing and saying he didnt do nuthing rong. I insturkted subject to get in his car, and he swang 

at me with his rite fist. I dukt and he put his hed down and hed buted me, noking me to the 

gruond and kauzing abrashuns on my left forarm. Subject then charjed at me and I tript him and 

swang my billy and hit him in the hed. He fell hedfurst to the gruond and we kuft him. 

 He handed the arrest book to his partner, who read it. “You can’t spell too good, can ya?” 

He smirked. “Looks good ta me.” 

 

 Garbuncle got back in the Mazda. 

 “I don’t want to detour, so don’t turn your head when I drive past them,” said Hitchens. 

“We don’t want them to think we saw what happened or they might stop us and make trouble.” 

 Hitchens drove back onto the thoroughfare and took an immediate right, heading north on 

Shelby. The Mazda passed the black-and-white squad car at medium speed. Hitchens and 



Garbuncle kept their heads pointed straight, though Hitchens couldn’t resist looking out of the 

corner of his eye and seeing the despairing, slumped figure of Alec in the lighted interior.  

A mile farther, just past the Granville city limits, another squad car loomed on the west 

side of the road. As the Mazda approached, the two men could make out Hardinton Police on 

the back. A little beyond the squad car was a burgundy colored Toyota and two officers standing 

in front of it with a woman. She walked a couple of yards with one foot in front of the other 

before losing her balance and stepping sideways to right herself.  

 “Is that …?” Garbuncle said, leaning forward. “Yes, by golly, that’s Donna. Pull over.” 

 “What the hell for?” Hitchens said as he drove onto the right shoulder. “Who’s Donna?” 

 “We rolled around in the hay a few times, maybe a year ago.” 

 “That was before your divorce, wasn’t it?” 

 “Uh … no. Yes. Sexy gal. A little extra weight, but I like ’em with a lot o’ meat on their 

bones. We shacked up a couple o’ times since then, too.” 

 “Oh yeah, I remember dropping you off at her apartment in Lake Worth one night after 

bowling. That old clunker of a tank you drive was in the shop again.” 

 Garbuncle got out of the car and stood with the door open, looking at the scene across the 

road. 

 “What in blazes you got in mind?” asked Hitchens. 

 Without answering, Garbuncle closed the door and began walking around the back of the 

Mazda, halting to steady himself and then resuming with slow, steady steps. A chronic alcoholic, 

he’d long before learned how to affect sobriety when the situation demanded. A gentle breeze off 

the Atlantic tousled the thin dark hair combed back from where it began several inches beyond 

his forehead. His average-boned, short frame carried an ample paunch that hung over his belt, 

and he walked slightly hunched, feet slanted outward to complete the distorted effect. His face 

usually was solemn, Hitchens had observed, and during the brief periods when he went on crash 

diets, he closely resembled Richard Nixon in face and body, even in his walk. 

 He approached the officers, and Hitchens noted his air of nonchalance. Extending an 

open wallet, which displayed his attorney ID, he stared stone-faced at the cop and said, “Excuse 

me, officer. I’d like to confer with my client.” 

 “Get back in your car,” the policeman said, jerking his head toward the Mazda, “and 

mind your own business.” 

 “Pardon me, sir, but this is my business. That lady is my client, and I need to assist her.” 

 “Did she ask for your help?” 

 “No, but—” 

 “Then get back on your horse, Lone Ranger, and ride the hell out o’ here, or I’m gonna 

arrest you for interfering with a police officer.” 

 “With all due respect, officer, I have the right to speak with my client.” 

 “That’s it,” said the cop, reaching to his left side and releasing a pair of handcuffs from 

his duty belt. “Turn around.” 

 Garbuncle stood motionless, still staring at the officer. 

 “You gonna turn around, or am I gonna turn you around?” the cop said, his voice raised. 

 Garbuncle slowly turned one-hundred-eighty degrees. 

 “Put your hands behind your back,” the cop ordered. “You’re under arrest.” 

The attorney complied. The officer attached the cuffs, grasped Garbuncle on the 

shoulder, and marched him to the squad car, shoving him into the back seat. He grimaced as the 

cuffs dug into his wrists. 



 The other policeman finished putting Donna through the physical dexterity tests and 

turned to his partner. “What’s up with that guy?” 

 “Says he’s the woman’s attorney and wants to talk to her. I ordered him to leave, but he 

wouldn’t budge, so I slapped the cuffs on. I’ll have to write him up.” 

 “Okay. This gal’s a DUI. Failed all the tests. Let’s haul ’em in.” He helped Donna into 

the squad car beside Garbuncle, and both officers boarded. 

 “I don’t want you two talking to each other,” said the driver, looking into the rearview 

mirror. “You got that?” 

 “Yesh,” Donna slurred. Garbuncle glanced at her but said nothing. 

 The Palm Beach County Jail was several miles north, a large, imposing facility on Gun 

Club Road in West Palm Beach. The cops marched the pair up to the booking desk. Each was 

escorted to a separate section for males and females, where the cuffs were removed, and they 

were deposited.  

After a half-hour, Donna was allowed to use her cellphone to call a girlfriend to pick her 

up. Garbuncle sat on the edge of the cot and rubbed his sore wrists. He slumped forward and 

dozed, jerking when his head dropped to his chest. Forty-five minutes later, a jail guard released 

him. The desk sergeant let him use a jail phone, and he called Hitchens at his apartment for 

transportation.  

 While making the call, Garbuncle watched as the two cops who’d beat up Alec brought 

him in and booked him. They turned right at the desk, almost brushing Garbuncle on the way to a 

cell. He turned his head to look at Alec as he passed, and noticed his puffed face and an eye 

swollen shut. The officers returned to the desk, and Garbuncle heard them tell the sergeant Alec 

resisted arrest and they had to subdue him. The sergeant smiled—sardonically, Garbuncle 

noticed—as the lawman stood behind the counter and read the report one of the officers handed 

him.  

“Another uppity ni… colored guy,” he said.    

 Hitchens arrived, and Garbuncle turned his head to look down the hall at the cells as the 

sergeant escorted him to the exit. 

“You curious about somethin’?” said the escorting officer. “The way you’re lookin’ 

around, you must like this place. Ya wanna stay awhile longer? I can arrange it.”  

 “No, no. I was just stretching my neck. I got a kink in it when I ducked to get in the squad 

car.” 

 Hitchens stood waiting by the entrance. The two got in the Mazda, and Hitchens stared at 

his passenger. 

 “Your eyes don’t look glazed anymore. I take it that was a sobering experience.” 

 Garbuncle looked straight ahead and said nothing as the car moved west to Military Trail, 

then south to Forest Hill, and west on the way to his apartment. Finally, “Those cops are going to 

cause me a lot of trouble.” He slowly turned his head toward the man behind the wheel. “They 

charged me with obstructing a police officer. They let me out on my own recognizance. But I’ll 

have to fight this in court. If they win, I could lose my attorney’s license.” 

 “I don’t know why the hell you did that,” said Hitchens. “Did you think she’d reward you 

with another romp in the sack?”  

 Garbuncle looked at his friend with a faint, grim smile. “Yeah.” 

 “Why didn’t you wait till the cops did their thing and then call her and offer to represent 

her in court?” 

 “’Cause that would have been the smart thing to do. I wasn’t thinking too clearly.” 



 “Hell, I can see why. You were too damned drunk. I’m surprised the cops didn’t charge 

you with public intoxication. Although I gotta say, you sure put on a good disguise. You were 

even walking straight.” Hitchens paused. “Guess you’ve had a lot of practice.” 

 Garbuncle didn’t reply. His head hung, and his friend saw the glum look. 

 At Forest Hill Boulevard, Hitchens turned west for a quarter-mile, then south onto 

Sherwood and into Pine Tree Condominium, dimly illuminated with fuzzy orange light from 

fixtures in the hallways. He stopped in front of one of the cream-colored, brown-trimmed 

buildings. 

“When’s your car going to be ready?” 

“Tomorrow. He works out of his garage.” 

“So I guess you’ll want me to drive you there.” 

“Will you?” 

“Yeah, I suppose so.” 

 Garbuncle got out, stood for a moment looking down and away, and muttered, “Thanks.” 

“That Marlins game ended up costing you a lot,” said Hitchens, leaning toward the open 

passenger door. “And they didn’t even win.”  

“As usual,” said Garbuncle as he closed the door. Feet splayed, he trudged to his first-

floor apartment. 

  

 

 

  



Chapter Two 

 

  “I’m having a hard time understanding you,” said Hitchens.  

 “Yeah, I been meanin’ to call Bell South ’bout dat static,” Hiram Garbuncle replied, 

sounding groggy to Hitchens. 

 “There, I understood that. You haven’t been meaning to call anybody. You’re too 

damned much of a tightwad to even get your phone line fixed. And you’re too damned tight to 

talk right—as usual. What about your car?” 

 “Thass what I was tryin’ to tell you,” Garbuncle said. He sounded to Hitchens like a 

parent patiently lecturing a child. “The mechanic said iss ready. But he lives two miles away.” 

 “So I guess I have to drive you there. Son-of-a-bitch. What time is it?” Hitchens glanced 

at his watch. “Four-fifteen. You’re lucky. I just finished waxing the Mazda and you caught me 

before I headed to Publix. Okay, I’ll see you in fifteen minutes.”  

 

 Hitchens knocked, then pivoted to look without interest at the surroundings. He turned 

back as Garbuncle emerged and closed the door behind him, and was almost startled as his gaze 

squarely met his questionable friend. It was as if the man were unseeing. His eyes looked dead, 

like a fish’s.  

 “Come on, let’s go,” said Hitchens. “Got your license?” 

 Garbuncle stood a moment, seeming to ponder, then jerked around, opened the door, and 

wobbled inside. He re-emerged stuffing his wallet into a back pocket of his loose-fitting jeans, 

which dropped below his belly. His shirt was open to the fourth button, revealing a flat chest 

sparsely layered with graying hair.  

 “With all the money you got,” said Hitchens as the two men slid into his gray Mazda, 

Garbuncle bumping his head on the frame, “why the hell don’t you get a new car?” 

 “I can’t afford it,” said Garbuncle, as Hitchens drove out of the condo complex. 

 “Horseshit, you can’t afford it. You made a lot o’ money keeping people out of jail. I 

gotta say, you were a hell of an attorney. Before the booze burned your brain, that is. And what 

about those four condos you rent out in this complex. You get a pretty good monthly income.”  

 “Chicken feed,” Garbuncle said. He turned his head slowly to his buddy, who caught the  

scornful smile.  

 “Chicken feed for you, maybe, but sure as hell not for me. Ham, you can’t bullshit me. 

And you did damned good trading those gold and silver coins. Not to mention all those usurious 

loans you made to people down on their luck. You’ve got a lot of money sitting in the bank, I’m 

sure.” 

 “I helped those people. They were in desper’t circ’mstances, and I saved ’em. They had 

no place else to turn.” Garbuncle’s voice was softly pleading.  

 “I’m so touched, I think I’m gonna cry. But that’s the way I am.” Hitchens tightened his 

cheeks as if in pain. “I just want to kiss kidnappers—I love them so much—when they release 

their victims after getting their money. Only thing is, your victims will be in hock to you for the 

rest of their lives—or yours, whichever ends first. They may get lucky.” 

 Hitchens was getting worked up. He knew he was being hard on his friend, but was so 

disdainful that he didn’t care. No one was making Ham put up with it. 

Hitchens glanced at Garbuncle with a look of disgust, wondering why he continued this 

friendship. He and Ham had met fifteen years before in a bar both frequented to watch Miami 

Dolphins games. He’d just divorced, and Garbuncle had separated. Companionship. That’s what 



it was all about. For ten years, Hitchens owned houses with extra bedrooms that he rented to 

guys, and felt less lonely during those times. And he had a five-year, volatile relationship with a 

mercurial woman that mercifully ended. If he were going with a gal, he wouldn’t need male 

friends, and probably wouldn’t bother with Ham. It was Hitchens’ own need. And Ham’s. He 

needed a buddy, too. Still, he’d been eager lots of times to help Hitchens repair his car and stuff 

in his apartment. And he was pretty shrewd with advice sometimes. 

 “I pay a big alimony check.” 

 Hitchens’ face screwed up in a look of disdain. “Yeah yeah yeah.”  

 “You are using a defense mechanism called projection,” said Garbuncle. 

 “Oh no, not more psychobabble. How am I using projection? I forgot what the hell it is.” 

 “It’s when you project your own feelings of guilt or inadequacy onto someone else.” 

 “What are you talkin’ about?” 

 “You’re stingy with your money, too,” said Garbuncle. 

 “Sure, I’m careful with my money. But that’s frugality—born of necessity.” 

 “Now what you’re doing is rationalizing,” Garbuncle said with smug confidence. Before 

Hitchens could reply, his passenger thrust his arm toward the road and yelled, “Look out!”  

 Hitchens jerked his head left. He had crossed the center line toward an oncoming car, and 

swerved back to his own side, causing Garbuncle to fall toward him. 

 “I guess you’re not as drunk as I thought. But if that’d been you behind the wheel, we’d 

both be plastered against the windshield. Your reflexes aren’t good enough—especially in your 

altered state of consciousness.” 

Garbuncle looked ahead and said nothing. 

“Ya know, Ham, all that psychology is really a way of avoiding being honest with your 

own shortcomings.”  

Silence. 

 “So you gonna be able to drive that junk heap back?” Hitchens asked. 

 “I won’t have a problem.” Garbuncle flipped a hand. 

 “I suppose not. You’ve done this enough times to know how to keep the cops away. 

That’s what made you such a good attorney. You’re wily as hell.” 

 “Not made me. Makes me. I’m not finished yet.” 

 “Keep at the booze and it won’t be long.” 

 In the mechanic’s yard, bare ground with splotches of dead grass, the 1993 white 

Mercury Marquis was gray with a coat of dust. Hitchens conjured an alligator that just crawled 

out of a Florida phosphate pit. The car sat under a small tree to the right of a dirt driveway that 

led fifty yards off the road to a square frame house with a sagging porch. The white paint peeled 

into curls intermittently with bare spots where the wood had turned gray from exposure to the 

elements. On the car, deep orange rust splotches on the hood, top, and bumper peeked through 

the grime. Bird droppings dotted the roof, and mud clung to the lower side panels. The sprawling 

frame hung low over tires that were almost smooth, cords showing through the edge of the left-

rear one. 

 “How ’bout we watch the Florida Marlins game?” said Garbuncle. His speech indicated 

he was sobering. “I’ll pick up a frozen pizza and you can make the salad.” 

 “I got a better idea. You can pick up a couple o’ nice, juicy steaks—and a potato for you. 

I’ll cook some broccoli for me.” 

 “Steaks? Uh … well … okay, I guess I can do that.” 

 “Yeah, I guess you can. The game starts at six today.” 



“Before we go to Publix,” Garbuncle said, “can you follow me to the Computer Freak 

store on Lake Worth Road? My eMachines computer finally gave out and I’ve got to shop for 

another one, but I don’t know anything about them.” 

 “It just happens I’m in the market for one, too. But let’s drop your car off at your place 

first, and then we’ll go together. I don’t want to take the chance your car will conk out again. I’m 

not up to dealing with it today. But don’t drive so doggoned slow. I go crazy. You know how I 

drive. I’m impatient as hell. 

 “Suits me.”  

 Garbuncle got out of Hitchens’ car and trudged to the porch. He rapped on the torn screen 

door. A skinny guy with thinning hair and several days’ stubble, wearing a white undershirt, 

opened the wood door and beckoned Garbuncle inside. The attorney withdrew his wallet, handed 

over some bills, and accepted the keys.  

 The car started, and Garbuncle drove off. Hitchens followed him on the narrow  

road, his stick-shift Mazda in third gear. 

 “Damn, that guy is slow,” Hitchens muttered. Daydreaming, he pictured the long, low-

slung Mercury as an alligator creeping along the banks of a river, Garbuncle seated on its back. 

His head barely rose above the car’s seat. And then it hit him why a little guy would choose a 

vehicle so big it engulfed him. It gave him a feeling of power to be in charge of such a large 

machine. 

 At Garbuncle’s apartment complex, the attorney joined Hitchens for the short trip south 

to the Computer Freak. They reached the warehouse-like store on 10th Avenue North, not far 

from where the police had stopped a car and beat up the driver. Entering through the 

automatically opening doors, they stood inside of the cavernous box and gazed around: office 

supplies to the far right, printing on the left, office furniture straight back, shelves with printers 

in the right-middle with adjacent rows of cartridges … “Ah, right in front of us,” Hitchens said, 

and headed for the computer section, waving over his shoulder for Garbuncle to follow. 

 Continuing past an assortment of Dells and Gateways, they stopped in front of a Hewlett-

Packard desktop.  

 “I think the best deal all-around is an HP,” said Hitchens. Both bent over a sticker 

attached to a low-priced model and read the product details.  

Behind them, a softly accented voice said, “May I help you?” 

Hitchens straightened and turned his head as the clerk moved beside him. “Oh, yeah, I 

was wondering whether the gigabytes or the RAM was more …” He stopped for a second, 

staring at the clerk. “Hey, you look a little familiar. Where the heck do I know you from?” He 

paused, still staring, then snapped his fingers. “Now I know—I  think. Aren’t you the guy …? 

Yeah, you must be, with that arm in a sling and the big shiner.” He bent sideways to look at the 

clerk’s head. “And that bandage on your head. Don’t be offended if I’ve made a mistake, but … 

didn’t we see the cops beating the hell out of you off of Lake Worth Road? About ten days ago.” 

Garbuncle looked up from the computer he was inspecting. “You look familiar to me, 

too.” A Eureka look lighted his scruffy face. “I saw what they did to you, and then …” He was 

going to say he’d gotten a good look at him at the jail, but stopped. 

 “You see dat?” the clerk asked, his face brightening. “I see nobody. It almost dark.” 

 “I’d pulled off the road ’cause my buddy Ham here—“ 

 Garbuncle extended his hand. “I’m Hiram Garbuncle,” he said with a broad smile that 

Hitchens knew was insincere. 

 Hitchens reached out a hand. “And I’m Brad Hitchens. What’s your name?” 



 “Alec Monceau.” He beamed, his white teeth glistening in a broad smile. “I please to 

meet.” 

 “So anyway, we stopped, ’cause Ham had to take a leak.” 

 “What dat mean—take leak?”  

  “Oh, sorry. He had to urinate.” 

 The clerk chuckled. 

 “Yeah, I call him highbrow Ham.” 

 Garbuncle smiled weakly, looking a little chagrined. 

“You have a bit of an accent,” said Hitchens. “Where you from?” 

 “I come to FlorEEda from Trinidad tree years past, in two-tousand-five. I never have 

trouble like dis.”  

 “What in the hell happened, if you don’t mind me asking?” 

 “I driving, see police car wid light flashing. I go on little road, stop. Two policemen come 

and beat me wid clubs.” 

 “We saw them beating you,” Hitchens said. “Didn’t they give a reason?” 

 “One say I like Obama and my back light no work. He know I like Obama ’cause I have 

Obama bumper sticker. I tell him I know about light and get it fixed next day. Den he hit me wid 

club. Da two o’ dem hit me and hit me and hit me.”  

 “Ah, so that’s it,” said Hitchens, his face lighting up in a Eureka expression. “Couple o’ 

racist pigs.” 

 Garbuncle passed a hand over his face, covering a sarcastic expression. 

“They use any racial epithets?” Hitchens asked. 

 “Ep … I no understand.” 

 “Oh, ’scuse me. Any bad names. They talk nasty to you?” 

 “Yes, yes. One call me monkey.” 

 Garbuncle fought to suppress a smile. 

 “I figured so,” said Hitchens. “They charge you with anything?” 

 “Yes. Dey say resis arrest wid vi’lence. I never resis. I do what dey say.” 

 “How did you get out of jail?” 

 “Police take me to judge next morning. He let me go—own recog…” 

 “On your own recognizance,” Garbuncle said.  

 “Yes, dat it. He say I no have record, and I have job. He tell policeman take me to 

hospital.” 

 “So you have to go to court,” Hitchens said. “When’s the court date?” 

 “July on seven.” 

 “July the seventh?” 

 “Dat right.” 

 “You got a lawyer?” 

 “No. I know nobody. And I have no much money. I like job, but I no paid much.” 

 “You’re in a tough predicament,” said Hitchens. “You don’t have much income, but 

probably enough to disqualify you from getting a public defender. Right, Ham?” 

 “Yeah, unless this place pays him minimum wage. What do they pay you, if you don’t 

mind my asking?” 

 “Ten dollar hour. I am chief of computer department.” 

 “That’s probably just over the limit for getting a public defender,” said Garbuncle. “But 

you don’t make enough to pay a lawyer. What a messed up system we’ve got. Oh well, nothing 



we can do about it.” He fidgeted. “Okay, let’s get on with the computers,” he said, mild 

impatience in his voice.  

 “Right,” said Hitchens. “Alec, what do you think of that HP for $349? Is that a pretty 

good deal?” 

 “Oh yes, dat has much power for price.” 

 “Yeah, it seems like a good buy to me. I think I’ll take it. What about you, Ham?” 

 “I don’t know. What about that one next it? It’s only $334.” 

 “Dat not so good deal,” said Alec. “It not on sale. It have only one gigabyte memory—

dat only half power—cost only fifteen dollar cheaper.” 

 “Well,” Garbuncle said slowly, “I don’t really need all that power. I might as well save 

myself fifteen bucks.” 

 “That’s nuts,” said Hitchens. “When you get better with the computer, you’re going to  

want more power. What’s fifteen bucks?” 

 “Four or five steaks,” Garbuncle said with a wry smile, looking sideways at Hitchens 

without turning his head. 

 Hitchens rolled his eyes. “Whatever you want.” 

 “Yeah, I’ll take that one,” said Garbuncle. “Alec, is it difficult to set up this computer? 

I’m an ignoramus when it comes to computers.” 

 Alec moved close to the two men. “I not s’pose do dis, but … you want me come your 

house, help you start? I take out stuff dat slow computer. I no charge you.” 

 “Really?” said Garbuncle, his face brightening. “That would be great. Okay, let’s do it. 

When can you come?” 

 “Today Sunday.” He looked up, his forehead crinkled. “I finish work 5 o’clock 

Wednesday. Where you live?” 

 “You got a pen and slip of paper? I’ll write down my address.”  

 Alec hustled a few yards to his station and returned. Laying the paper on a shelf, 

Garbuncle printed his address and abbreviated directions. 

 “Think you can find that? It’s not too far from here.” 

 Alec studied the address. “Yes, I know main street here. I find.” 

 Alec pulled the two computers from the storage space beneath the display shelf. The two 

men declined his offer to carry them to the check-out cash register in front, said thanks, and bade 

him goodbye.  

 “I can’t believe you gave up such a good deal to save fifteen bucks,” Hitchens said as the 

two men carried their new computers to Hitchens’ car. 

 “I don’t care about the deal,” Garbuncle replied curtly. “I got what I wanted. Case 

closed.” 

 Though perceiving that Garbuncle was getting angry, Hitchens wasn’t in a combative 

mood. “Okay, whatever.” He sighed. 

 They drove in silence, broken after a few minutes by Hitchens. “That poor guy is in a 

pickle. How the hell is he gonna defend himself against those lyin’ bastards? They’ll make up all 

kinds of crap. They just made a routine traffic stop and he fought and reached for their guns. 

They feared for their lives and managed to subdue him, but not before he kicked and punched 

them, causing contusions and abrasions that have since healed. Who is the jury going to believe, 

him or the cops? That’s a foregone conclusion. Especially him being a black guy and a 

foreigner.” 



 “Well,” said Garbuncle, “if he didn’t have that broken taillight, they wouldn’t have 

stopped him. Those nig… colored guys don’t give a damn about the law and drive around in 

beat-up old junk heaps that shouldn’t even be on the road, and then they yell discrimination 

when they get pulled over.” 

“Are you shittin’ me?” Indignation flared in Hitchens’ face. “You drive around in that 

oversized hunk of scrap metal and knock the blacks for the cars they drive? Wow. You and I 

know damned well why those bullying bastards stopped him. The Obama bumper sticker. They 

probably wouldn’t even have bothered about that burnt-out taillight if they hadn’t seen that 

sticker. And another thing: You still have to use the N word, dontcha? What the fuck’s wrong 

with you, man? You’re like obsessed. I don’t use the N word, but there are times when the H 

word is called for, and this is one of them.”  

Forehead wrinkled in bewilderment, Garbuncle turned his head slowly toward his  

companion, who looked him squarely in the eyes. “Hypocrite.” 

 “I’m not prejudiced,” Garbuncle said softly, feigning innocence. “My mama never talked 

bad about the n… the coloreds. I learned to ha… I was an adult when I started getting tired of 

blacks whining all the time about being mistreated instead of working to prove they weren’t 

inferior and could stand on their own two feet. They weren’t the only ones discriminated against. 

What about the Irish? When they came over to this country, the people here were awful to them. 

But they rose above it.” 

 “Oh really? Ever hear of any Irish lynchings? Did they have to use separate public 

bathrooms and drinking fountains? Were they denied service in restaurants? Did they find it 

almost impossible to get a decent job?” Hitchens threw Garbuncle a contemptuous look. “You’re 

full of it.” 

 Garbuncle said nothing the rest of the way to his apartment.  

 “Can you stop in and set this thing up for me?” Garbuncle asked. “I won’t know where to 

begin.” 

 “I’m not much in the mood for it, but, yeah, I can help you with the basics. But it’s a little 

complicated because they stick a lot of stuff on the computer you don’t need, and that slows it 

down. Alec said he’d come over and delete the junk.” 

 Garbuncle had moved to this apartment eighteen months before, and Hitchens, aware of 

his friend’s slovenliness, had made excuses not to enter. He carried the computer box to the door 

and stood inside, mouth open, stunned. Clothes and miscellaneous belongings covered the floor. 

Dirty, torn old jeans. Three towels and two washcloths. A plastic soap dish and, separately, a 

used bar of soap. Binoculars. A soiled, crumpled blanket. A pair of worn tennis shoes, one with 

the laces missing, and a beat-up pair of leather loafers. Coins of every denomination, mostly 

pennies. A faded blue T-shirt and a torn, long-sleeved flannel shirt. Several unmatched socks. A 

broken, small wooden bookcase. A note pad opened to a page of scribbles. Scattered pencils and 

ballpoint pens. A table lamp with the shade bent out of shape. A host of objects that Hitchens 

couldn’t identify.  

 There was hardly any bare carpet.  

 “Come on in,” said Garbuncle.  

Hitchens set the box against the wall, next to the door, and appraised the route across the 

room to an overstuffed brown armchair. It partly blocked a spacious window looking onto a 

narrow strip of grass, yellowing in patches, that separated the condo building from an adjacent 

one. Playing a version of hop-scotch in a broken path, he reached the chair and plopped down, 

ignoring articles of clothing on the seat and one arm. His eyes roamed over three Kmart-quality 



paintings, each hanging askew on a different wall: a straw-hatted boy fishing with a bamboo pole 

at the edge of a pond, an alligator sunning on a river bank, a flock of blackbirds winging past two 

fluffy white clouds in a blue sky over undulating green hills. Smudges and scrapes besmirched 

the walls’ faded, powder-blue paint. A ratty, light-brown couch rested against one of them, 

perpendicular to the armchair. A king-sized bed, its headboard marred with a plethora of 

scratches, abutted the wall across from the couch. The bedding was in such jumbled disarray that 

Hitchens imagined a wrestling match had occurred. 

 “Where’s your head?” Hitchens asked. 

 “Next to the bedroom across the hallway.” 

 Fearing the worst, Hitchens wasn’t surprised. A wet, dirty towel lay crumpled on the 

floor next to a tub with a half-drawn shower curtain layered with a scum of mixed soap and dirt. 

The sink, beneath a cabinet with a cracked mirror and a ledge strewn with disheveled toiletries, 

was gray with gunk and streaked with white toothpaste. The toilet next to it, its bowl encrusted 

with brown lime, repulsed Hitchens. He urinated and hastily returned to the living room. 

 Through a rectangular opening in the kitchen wall, Hitchens spotted Garbuncle’s back 

bending forward in front of a cabinet and quickly straightening. Head tilted back, he held a one-

and-a-half-liter jug of clear liquid against his lips and guzzled for several seconds. Vodka, 

Hitchens knew, even without seeing the label. 

 Hitchens nimbly negotiated the route through the rubble to the chair. Garbuncle sprawled 

on the bed, reaching to the middle for a pillow to cushion his head against the headboard.  

 “The Marlins game begins in an hour and ten minutes,” said Garbuncle. “They’re playing 

the Cardinals.”  

 Hitchens walked up to the bed, and sat on the edge, the only part of it uncluttered, and the 

two discussed baseball for nearly a half-hour.  

“Les get ’at ’puter set up,” Garbuncle said. Pulling himself off the bed, he stepped shakily 

toward a corner on the opposite side where a small computer desk and a rusty filing cabinet sat 

behind a rickety-looking, armless office chair.  

 Bam! Tripping on a tangled bedsheet, he pitched onto the floor as though shot, dropping 

so fast that his knees didn’t bend to break the fall. It was as if a truck had slammed into him from 

behind. In an instant, he went from vertical to horizontal, hitting the floor so straight he could 

have been lying head down in a coffin. He landed nose-first, smack on a crumpled towel, which 

saved his face from injury. It struck Hitchens as so comical that he burst out laughing. He had 

stopped pitying his pathetic friend long before.  

 Garbuncle pushed himself up to a kneeling position, and stared down. Hitchens saw the  

look of wonderment at the motley cloth articles that had saved the inebriated man. He slowly 

climbed, one leg at a time, to a standing position, steadied himself as though preparing to walk a 

high wire, and resumed his journey to the small, wooden computer desk. He had removed the old 

computer and stashed it against the wall, next to the desk. 

 Hitchens retrieved the new computer from near the door, and headed for the cheap desk, 

deliberating every step, making his way among the rubbish like a soldier treading a mine field. 

He unpacked the carton and set the computer on the desk, briefly studied the start-up chart, and 

plugged in the cables and cords. Fifteen minutes later, he’d finished guiding Garbuncle through 

the registration process. 

 Hitchens Googled a couple of random subjects. “Seems to be a little slow. Would have 

been better if you’d bought the one with more power. Sit down and try it.” He rose to let 

Garbuncle occupy the chair, and instructed him in Googling. He knew Garbuncle was woefully 



deficient in operating a computer, and realized it would be hopeless to help him in his drunken 

state. 

 Meandering through the junk to the armchair across the room, Hitchens left the besotted 

man sitting slumped in the desk chair, which looked as though it might collapse. Hitchens tossed 

several socks, a polo shirt, and a white underpants onto the floor, and sat back.  

 Garbuncle turned to the computer. “Lessee. Whaddo I wanna Google? I know. Cheap 

carpets.” 

 “Cheap carpets? What for?” 

 “My tenant Earl’s been complainin’ the carpet is rotten.”  

 “Why don’t you just give him yours? You don’t need it anyway, with all the junk 

covering it.” 

 Garbuncle ignored the remark and painstakingly typed the words in the Google bar, 

erasing and starting over several times. “Now whaddo I do?” 

 “Hit enter.” 

 “Oooh. I forgot ’at. Look at all ’at stuff came up.” 

 “Okay, now you know how to do it. I’d advise you to forget it for now, and work at it 

again when you’re sober—although I don’t know when that might be.” 

 Garbuncle rose with effort from the desk chair, paused, and wobbled to the bed. He 

crashed onto it and propped his head on a pillow. 

 The two men fell silent. 

 “You know, I was thinking,” Hitchens said. 

 “I’m glad to hear it.” Garbuncle didn’t smile. 

 Hitchens was accustomed to his friend’s brassiness when he was drunk. 

 “Alec is coming over here to help you without charging anything. Why don’t you think of 

how he could defend himself in court? You know those cops are going to lie their asses off.” 

 “Nothin’ I can do for ’im. He should’na been drivin’ with ’at burnt out headlight.” 

 “Taillight. Man, did you forget already the excuse they used to stop him?” 

 “I thought it was ’is bumper sticker.” Garbuncle sat with his head in his chest, his eyelids 

drooping. 

 “Now you’re talkin’. That was the real reason. Look, we both saw what happened, and 

we need to help him. Otherwise, the jury will believe the cops, and throw him in the slammer 

maybe six months or more for resisting arrest.” 

 “So?” 

Hitchens waited.  

 “I’ll think aboudit,” the attorney said without raising his head. His eyelids flitted up and 

then back down, as if they were too heavy to hold in place. “I gotta worry ’bout my own case. I 

could lose my law license.” He half-lay, half-sat with eyes closed. Finally, they popped open. 

“I’m gonna call you as my only witness.” 

  

  


