

        

            

                

            

        




	



A DIABOLICAL LAST WILL CREATES CHAOS IN THE COMMUNITY RESULTING IN THE MOST HILARIOUS SPOOF SINCE A CONFEDERACY OF DUNCES.


	 


	The assets of the surprisingly valuable estate of a small time, eccentric lawyer become the target of the unscrupulous and greedy in the bucolic town of Pine Ridge, North Carolina, setting off a chain of events no one could ever have even dreamed of, let alone imagined. It’s almost as if the wily old lawyer is playing one last trick, resulting in a rollicking and unpredictable ending.


	 


	 


	When the opposing attorney's masterful oration was over, Jimmy G was actually sweating. His nervousness was palpable.


	“Do you wish to respond to that argument?”the judge asked him. 


	“Nah, Judge, I can’t touch that. Even I gotta a’mit it was pretty good. But Judge, ya know, it'sall fluff. Smoke and mirrors. Judge in dis here courtroom we got a Bible.” He made a show of picking it up. “But Judge, we got a different Bible here too. You an’ me. We got dis one here.” Jimmy picked up an unobtrusive green soft cover book and held it high for the judge and everyone else to see. “Judge, dis is de general statyoots of our state.” He opened it and made a show or reading to himself, his lips quivering. No one coughed, rustled, or even burped., as if the courtroom had been evacuated.


	 


	 




	



Praise for O’Halloran’s Will


	 


	A barely successful street lawyer dies but puzzles the townfolk by leaving an unexpectedly large estate to either a church he never attended or to his dogs. David Tanis uses his experiences of almost half century as a judge and a trial lawyer to craft this story of greed and stupidity by those trying to get their hands on the antique gold coins, the winning lottery ticket and an ancient stock certificate now worth millions. The usual suspects are right out of central casting for a 1930's court house drama. A quick read. This well crafted story will educate and leave the reader smiling and laughing out loud.—Tom Keith, District Attorney (Ret), Forsyth County, NC.


	David Tanis gets it just right. The small Southern town of Pine Ridge comes alive, and so do the characters.- living and dead. Tanis, a lawyer and former judge, makes the courthouse crowd come alive with a light touch of authenticity. There's plenty of wry humor in this fine novel, along with plot twists and turns to keep the reader intrigued. Oh, yes, there's an element of dark mystery that has one wondering. A wonderful story that readers will find totally engaging. Sit back and enjoy.—Joseph L.S. Terrell, author of the Harrison Weaver Mysteries.


	“Tanis has crafted a fascinating legal tale. He has constructed a riveting legal thriller that is both smart and funny. Engaging from the beginning until the end, Tanis left me wanting more.”—William B. Reingold, Chief District Court Judge (Retired), Twenty-First Judicial District, North Carolina
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Writing is Tanis’s third career. As a U.S. Army officer, Captain Tanis served with three Special Forces groups. In Viet Nam as an infantry Task Force Commander he was seriously wounded. After his recuperation and graduate school, he attended Wake Forest University Law School. He then pursued a career of over thirty years in the law, serving as a prosecutor, District Court Judge, and trial lawyer in North Carolina, with thousands of trials, over a hundred of them before juries, dozens in Federal Court. After his retirement from the practice of law, he began concentrating on writing novels. He belongs to the Mystery Writers of America, North Carolina Writers Network and Hampton Roads Writers. O’Halloran’s Will is his third published novel, after Just Add Water and Strange Goings on at Mother Nature’s featuring the inimitable attorney, Hamish O’Halloran. He has also had four short stories published in various journals. He lives with his wife of over half a century on the northern Outer Banks of North Carolina.


	For more about the author, visit his website:


	http://davidrtanis.com/main.html 


	 




 


	Also By


	David R, Tanis


	 


	Just Add Water


	Strange Goings On at Mother Nature’s


	 


	 




 


	Things aren’t what they use to be and never were.


	—Will Rogers (1879-1935)
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Chapter 1


	 


	As far as sleepy little Southern towns went, Pine Ridge, North Carolina was about as sleepy as you could get. People passed one another on the street and said howdy. Workers in slow motion under the baking summer sun wiped the sweat off their necks with their bandanas, and life was pretty much as it always had been. Down on the corner in the center of town, an old black man in a rumpled suit, a white shirt, yellowed at the collar, and a plain, dark tie, slender, the kind they wore forty years ago, sat on a park bench in front of the drug store just passing the time away. An old white man in overalls came and sat down next to him. They had known each other their whole lives, never had a cross word to say, and just respected each other, respected the difference, you might say.


	“Afternoon Reuben,” the white man said, as he sat on the park bench.


	“Hiya, Missah Jones,” Reuben replied pleasantly. “Kindly hot i’nt it?”


	“Sho’nuff.” Mister Jones wiped the sweat off his brow. “Yer fambly all right, Reuben?”


	“Yassah, dey’s jus’fine.”


	Those two men had something you don’t see much nowadays. They had respect and dignity. That was a part of the culture of the old South no one talks about much anymore.


	Down the shady street lined with ancient elms that had miraculously escaped the Dutch elm blight, at 214 Pine Street, near the edge of town, a wrinkled old man sat in an ancient rocker on the porch of a square house with a big verandah wrapped half way around it. All the houses were big, substantial houses, with wide verandahs, built around the turn of the century when the cotton was king. Pine Ridge flourished then, but not now. It had been twenty, thirty years since any of those big old houses had a new coat of paint.


	Next to the old man on the porch sat a boy, crosslegged, not more than eleven or twelve. He was wearing the uniform all young boys wore then; jeans and a ragged old T-shirt. The old man rubbed his rough hands together, quietly kneading the stiffness out of them. His hands were gnarled like the bole of an old oak tree. Arthritis had gotten them good but the man would not cease the fight. Rocking idly back and forth, calmly kneading and rubbing his hands in the vain hope the pain would abate, he continued to rub them together, back and forth, almost absentmindedly as he talked to the boy.


	“Gramps,” said the boy, “ain’t nothin’ never happens aroun’ here does it.” He went on with the proper tone of respect, without waiting for his grandfather to reply. “Ever’ day the same thing. People goin’ to work, farmers farmin’, policemen policin,’ storekeepers sellin’ and sweepin’ their shops. I seen some importan’ lookin’ men in suits carryin’ briefcases goin’ inta the courthouse. Some rough lookin’ no accounts goin’ in there too. Gramps, has it always been so, with nothin’ ever happenin’ ‘roun’ here?”


	The old man thought for a few minutes, his gnarled right hand stroking his chin awkwardly. “Well, now. Lemme think a minute. Come to think about it there was sump’in.’ Yessuh, some time ago right in that very house right across the street there, lived an ol’ lawyer. Yessuh. When he died there sure was some commotion ‘roun’ here for a while. Yessiree. That was some big time aroun’ here, it was. Place ain’t been the same since.”


	The boy perked up, his interest whetted. Any trace of boredom disappeared if the old man was going to tell a story. “Tell me about it, Gramps. What happened?”


	“Well, Stevie, it was like this. Ol’ Hamish O’Halloran, his name was, lived in that house fer as long as ah can remember. He was a strange bird, he was. Always kept to hisself. Never said howdy, jus’ nodded a bit. Had three big dogs he kep’ in that yard.” The old man pointed to the yard, its decrepit old fence falling apart. “Made quite a ruckus, they did, ever’ time he came home from the courthouse.


	Well one day, long time ago, bout the time you was born, he jus’ up an died. No reason, he jus’ died right there at the kitchen table in that house.”


	The boy shuddered. He didn’t like to think about people dying. His MawMaw was the only person he ever knew who died and he didn’t like to think about dying one bit. And right there in the house across the street! Maybe there were ghosts there. He shuddered as he thought about it. 


	The people that lived there now were a young married couple. The wife was a bit haggard with her two small kids always running around, sometimes half naked. Her husband was a mechanic who worked down at Jim’s Body Shop. When he came home, he worked around the house until it was time to go to sleep. The boy had watched the couple carefully, and he knew. He looked up at his grandfather who was watching the thought process of his grandson, waiting. He smiled and Gramps started up again. 


	“Well Stevie, it all started when the old lawyer didn’t show up fer court one day. Old Judge Harley Martin was on the bench. Everybody in town was skeered of ol’ Judge Martin. He was one tough hombre. Always carried a pistol but I never heered tell o’ him usin’ it. He’d come into Court like God a’mighty and smack that pistol down right there on the middle of the judge’s bench. It let ever’body know he meant business. Which he sure did. Well, it was like this….”


	 




 


	 


	Chapter 2


	 


	"Where in tarnation is he?" bellowed the crusty old judge from his exalted perch on the bench to no one in particular. “We been waitin’ twenty minutes to start this trial.”


	"I don't know, yer Honor," came the feeble reply from the befuddled prosecutor, a wispy middle-aged man, who respected and feared Judge Harley Martin, especially when the veins on the old judge's forehead started popping out in one of his apoplectic fits. 


	Assistant District Attorney Billy "Benedict" Arnold had been around a long time and was a decent trier of the state's cases. While not charismatic, no not charismatic at all, Billy well knew the elements of each crime and got them into evidence in a straightforward, unembellished fashion. Juries in the small town of Pine Ridge usually followed his simple, clear logic and gave him the conviction he wanted. But because of his innate insecurity Billy was not arrogant and did not think of himself as God's gift to the State.


	"I spoke to him yesterday afternoon, and he seemed all set to try this case." 


	Billy and Hamish O'Halloran had a strange sort of bond. Both were misfits in the social sense, at least by the criteria of the upper echelons of Pine Ridge's snoot set. They could usually be seen having lunch together, Hamish engrossed in his omnipresent newspaper crossword puzzle, and Billy's eyes wistfully following the trail of some seedy waitress. Neither spoke much, yet there was a mutual respect that each had for the essential legal competence which underlay their unassuming exteriors.


	"Sheriff," Judge Martin, whose face was now turning a brilliant crimson in stark contrast to his snow-white hair and bushy black eyebrows, boomed to the now fully alert bailiff, "go find O'Halloran and drag his butt into this courtroom in ten minutes."


	With that, Judge Harley Martin stormed off the bench and disappeared into his chambers with a sharp slam of his door.


	Billy, looking furtively around at the startled onlookers in the courtroom, sidled up to Mr. Speedy, the ancient courtroom clerk. No one knew his first name or if Mr. Speedy was his real name or just the nickname he was given to underscore his maddening slowness.


	"Jeez, I wonder where O'Halloran is. It's not like him to just forget about coming to Court, especially when he's got a trial in front of Judge Martin," said Billy, in a clear but conspiratorial whisper. "I hope the old fart's all right."


	Mr. Speedy just nodded, but a worried look creased his forehead in a tacit assent.


	The murmuring undercurrent among the spectators died down after a while and a somber mood befell the crowd of onlookers and jurors who were waiting for the trial to start. Watching a jury trial was great sport and just about all the entertainment the posse of retired gentlemen in Pine Ridge had. There were at least a dozen regulars who would congregate in the Courtroom each morning a trial was scheduled, like Romans in the coliseum about to watch the gladiators in action.


	When it was polite to do so, the regulars began to file out into the lobby, while the prospective jurors remained, as if nailed to their seats, fearful of Judge Martin's wrath if he should return and they were not to be found in the courtroom. There was a feeling of universal sympathy for Hamish O'Halloran and the awful fate in store for him when Bailiff Burton dragged his butt back into Court.


	After half an hour, Mr. Burton had not returned. Judge Martin was now standing at the door, his magisterial judiciousness framed by the black trim of the door jamb at his chambers entrance like an old masters’ portrait. He was no longer seething, but stood there with his hands on his hips, expectantly. He, too, was beginning to show signs of concern. 


	The judge was about to look for another bailiff when Burton burst into the courtroom, in an agitated state of breathlessness. 


	"He's dead," he shouted unceremoniously from the back of the courtroom to everyone there, and certainly loud enough for Judge Martin to hear at his post at the door to his chambers. "I went to his house and found him just lying there at the kitchen table, dead," he gasped out in spurts. "I called the paramedics and they got there fast but couldn't do nothin' for him."


	The expression of shock paused on Judge Martin's scowling visage for just a moment. He purposefully strode to the bench and stood there a few seconds looking out over the startled faces in the courtroom. "Adjourn Court, Mr. Bailiff," he said, in a more somber and subdued tone, "We'll resume business at two o'clock this afternoon."


	The news flashed through the courthouse at close to the speed of light. Courthouse personnel thrive on gossip, and when one of their own bites the dust, it is the epitome of gossip-worthiness.  There were expressions of sympathy, of concern for their own mortality, but more important, there was an incredible inquisitiveness, with a deep down longing for some evidence of sensationalism accompanying the death of the colorless old lawyer. 


	The paramedics had dutifully transported the corpse of Hamish O'Halloran to the small local hospital to make sure that he was in fact dead and not faking. There were always stories about how a corpse had once sat bolt upright in the morgue just before an autopsy and scared the bejeesus out of the medical examiner. 


	But Hamish O'Halloran was in fact dead and the coroner confirmed it. There was a sense of defeat, a strange sadness that wafted over the town, as the notion was realized by the townsfolk that the eccentric old lawyer, with the badly rumpled suits and pee gray pony tail pulled tightly back on his balding pate, would no longer be the subject of gossip in the Pine Ridge courthouse.


	Hamish O'Halloran had had few friends, probably no real friends, during his long tenure as the courthouse oddity. But one of those few who respected him was Mr. Speedy. O’Halloran had always acted kindly toward Mr. Speedy, one of the few lawyers who treated the slow moving assistant clerk with any deference. Over the years, Mr. Speedy had come to see through the simplicity of O’Halloran’s legal tactics and understand that there really had been a functioning legal mind there.


	He collected Molly McMasters, the head clerk, and in that capacity, she was the ex officio judge of probate. They somberly walked down the street a few blocks to the end of town where O'Halloran had lived. The house was a weathered, clapboard house of the simple farm house type, commonly built in the area in the 1880’s, badly in need of a coat of paint. It had a large roofed porch which wrapped around half the building. A picket fence in serious need of maintenance surrounded the yard. Next to the front door was a crude, hand-painted sign that said simply, “H. O’Halloran, Lawyer.”


	They walked past a few curious on-lookers who stood in front of the picket fence with jaws agape, as if some ghost was about to appear. Entering the wide-open front door, the two looked carefully around the old lawyer’s house. 


	The furnishings were Spartan, but neat and clean. They were both surprised at the tidiness of the place, because O’Halloran’s personal and sartorial habits were anything but tidy. As they went into the kitchen they immediately noticed an official looking document lying open at the kitchen table, the spot where they had been told Hamish had died. Mr. Speedy picked it up and stared at it. "It's a will, Molly. This is Hamish's last will and testament." 


	"Here, let me see that," the stately middle-aged clerk said as she grabbed for the document. "If it is his last will, I will need it for probate. I wonder who in the world he left his estate to?" she mused, not bothering to read the document but cautiously and ostentatiously sliding it into her brief case sized pocketbook.


	The two looked into all the rooms with morbid curiosity, each silently noting the contents and the incongruous neatness of the Spartan furnishings. It was almost as if it had been purposely furnished to look just as it had the day it was built. With few words, they left the house, carefully shutting the door behind them, and slowly and solemnly walked back to the Courthouse. On the way, they passed a few of the local lawyers, notorious shysters, who were headed to Hamish's house to see if there were any crumbs to collect.


	Back at the courthouse, Molly McMasters gathered Billy Arnold and Mr. Sparrow, a venerable old lawyer of impeccable reputation, to meet with her and Mr. Speedy in the Clerk's conference room, which doubled as the probate Court whenever this ancient practice was required, the new will statute having all but made it extinct. 


	"I've asked you here just to witness this document, which Mr. Speedy and I found at old Mr. O'Halloran's house, just after his death," she stated quite businesslike. "It does not appear to be very long, so I'd like for each of you to read it and then we'll see what we should do about it."


	Molly knew that Hamish O'Halloran was pretty much a recluse, associated with very few people, and had few friends. She was intensely curious to see how he had disposed of his house and few possessions in his will. 


	She handed the will to Mr. Speedy who quickly read through it. When he was finished, he muttered, "I'll be damned," and handed the document to Mr. Arnold. Billy glanced through the document, shook his head in disbelief, and handed the will to Mr. Sparrow.


	After adjusting his spectacles, Mr. Sparrow carefully read the document. He read it twice, just to make sure he hadn't missed anything, and laid it down ceremoniously before him on the conference table. He glanced up, knowingly, peeking over his spectacles which had slid studiously to the end of his nose, inviting a response.


	Molly was beside herself with anticipation and curiosity at the implication created by the subtle and incredulous response of each of the readers of the will who had preceded her. She grabbed the will and said, rhetorically, "What's it say?" She quickly read through the will, and then looked at those around her at the conference table. "I don't believe this. Hamish O'Halloran was never known to set foot in a church."


	"I know," said Billy. "Every once in a while we got to talking about religion. He mostly thought organized religion was hogwash, especially the Temple of God. We often talked about the Temple. It just doesn't make any sense."


	The will, after all the usual boiler plate language about taxes and debts, and so forth, left his estate thus:


	 


	All the rest, residue and remainder of my worldly estate I leave to the Temple of God, on the condition that said religious institution should be deemed worthy, and if not, I leave said estate to the Institute for the Treatment of Canines Humanely (ITCH) on condition they take care of my dogs and especially, old Caesar, and not put him down until he dies a natural death.


	 


	Mr. Sparrow, unlike all the others sitting around the conference table with glum faces, smiled understandingly. After they had just about exhausted their conversation on how incredulous the terms of the will were, he spoke up. "To the contrary, my friends, this is the quintessential Hamish O'Halloran. You must look at the qualifying phrase, "on the condition that said religious institution be deemed worthy... Now just who, do you think, is going to be the judge of that? It seems old Hamish has pitted the Institute for the Treatment of Canines Humanely (ITCH) against the formidable Temple of God in a battle for what we presume to be his meager estate, but I wonder, hmm."


	The others began to realize the irony of the terms of the will. The Temple of God was a huge sprawling complex financed by lavish fund-raising activities and telethons. The leader of the flock, the master shepherd, as he liked to refer to himself, was Pastor Ronnie Conner, a charismatic hell-fire and brimstone preacher, with a dyed black, impeccably coifed, pomaded, hairdo. Pastor Ronnie, and his wife Donna, along with their three white miniature poodles, lived in a regally appointed mansion including an overabundance of gilt and ormolu, and spent more time raising funds on their luxurious television productions than in tending to his flock. Despite this obvious ostentatious hypocrisy, the Temple of God was attended and supported by a disproportionately large segment of the citizens of Pine Ridge and had enormous influence over the thinking and politics of the little society, a fact, which if they would all actually take the time to think about it, made the populace a little uneasy.


	Molly McMasters, who was a devoted follower of Pastor Ronnie herself, chirped in. "Well, I don't see it that way. Everybody knows the Temple of God is worthy. I say we qualify the executor and let him proceed to publish, pay the debts, and distribute the estate."


	"There's the rub," interjected Mr. Sparrow. "Did you notice who he appointed to be the executor of his estate?"


	"Izzy Shapiro, so what? He is certainly a responsible little man, even if he is a bit odd," Molly retorted defensively.


	Isadore Shapiro was an old merchant who had operated a clothing store on Main Street in Pine Ridge from before anybody could remember. Despite his longevity in the sleepy Southern community, Izzy had never compromised his heavy accent belying some obscure Eastern European origin. His was the only Jewish family in town and they had to travel thirty miles to Greeneburg to attend religious services at the Temple there. He probably was the only person in Pine Ridge who could be the slightest bit objective about whether the Temple of God was worthy or not. 


	"Well, at the very minimum, I think it's up to Izzy to determine whether the Temple of God is deemed worthy," responded Mr. Sparrow, amicably. Mr. Speedy concurred with a discrete nod of his head, mindful of the religious predilections of his superior. 


	Mr. Arnold, on the other hand, was more curious." Let me see that again, Mr. Sparrow," he requested, as he reached for the document. Mr. Sparrow slid the last will and testament over to him and he picked it up quickly leafing to the last page where the notary seal was. "This is curious," he stated, signs of his innate prosecutorial inquisitiveness coming through. "It was signed ten years ago. I wonder what it was doing lying on O’Halloran’s kitchen table when he died."


	Well, they all thought that an odd circumstance, but, nevertheless, after some final pleasantries, broke up the meeting and Molly McMasters began the procedures to probate the will.


	Billy Arnold and Mr. Sparrow sauntered across the street to The Legal Lunch. What one might consider a dive, The Legal Lunch had been the preferred gathering place for lawyers and court personnel for at least two generations. Hamish O’Halloran, even during his prime if you could call it such, was a habitué of the joint, often relegating himself to a lonely lunch, eaten at “his” table, located at the very rear of the restaurant, where he often hid out for hours. 


	Sometimes he would wile away his time working a crossword puzzle, sometimes he hand wrote a pleading or motion on a yellow lined legal pad. Over the last half a dozen years or so prior to his death, Billy Arnold and Mr. Sparrow often joined him, without any express invitation mind you, just a tacit nod of acceptance. Most often, not a word was spoken between them, as they ate their unappetizing lunches. Each engrossed in his own mental endeavor, they were comfortable with their respective presences, without the need for approval from the other, each implicitly trusting their colleagues. They were all members of the legal profession, but uncharacteristic of members of the profession, self-aggrandizement was notably absent in their characters.


	Sometimes the three men idly chatted, even gossiped about some odd event which had unsettled the courthouse. When that occurred, they became engrossed in profound discussions, that occasionally turned to philosophical diatribes of the often disturbing nature of mankind. Mostly, they just sat there silently thinking about something. They were an odd trio, the jaded career prosecutor whose sole daily function was to get through the docket, prosecute the day’s miscreants, and go home; the wise, gentle and reserved quintessential Southern lawyer; and the quirky recluse.


	Lunch for them was a habit. The food stunk. All the meat, whether chicken, beef, or pork, tasted the same. The vegetables were greasy and tasteless, the sandwiches thin, and the burgers were fried to the point they were shoe leather. But they had gotten so used to each other’s company, that when Hamish died there was an almost palpable void. On this day, Billy and Mr. Sparrow somberly discussed his death, the strange will, and the daunting task facing Izzy Shapiro as he undertook the administration of the estate.


	“It’s a good thing he’s not a politician,” Billy remarked in a wry manner. “He’d get eaten alive by Pastor Ronnie and his voracious flock if he said the Temple wasn’t worthy.”


	Mr. Sparrow nodded his assent. “But, yet,” he remarked thoughtfully, “his is a task which may prove to have monumental implications.”


	“Hmmm. We’ll just have to wait and see,” replied Billy, as he filled his mouth with a piece of something of a chewy consistency hidden in the brown gravy.


	 




 


	 


	Chapter 3


	 


	The next day, when Isadore Shapiro was told he was named the executor of O’Halloran’s will, he was taken totally aback. The unfamiliarity of the appointment notwithstanding, he immediately, asked, "Vad iss da fee for dis execudor doing?"


	Molly told him the fee was five per cent of everything he took in and everything he paid out. She let this fact sink in a bit before briefly explaining the duties of an executor. He seemed to understand and was satisfied. 


	She suggested he go through the deceased's papers and make an inventory of his property. She told him, "I've seen his household furnishings. We can either appoint three commissioners to value the stuff or you can just put $1,000.00 as an estimate. That way you don't have to worry about paying the commissioners and getting my approval."


	"So vad, den, dad's fifdy bucks for me?" Izzy asked. 


	"Right," she responded. "Also, see if he's got any bills, cash, bank accounts, stocks or bonds, evidence of any other real property. Things like that. You have to collect the assets, pay the bills. Oh, and look to see if he has a safe deposit box, anywhere. If he does, you and I will have to get a bank officer to open it so we can inventory the contents of the box. Here are the forms you'll need. Do a preliminary inventory first, and then get back to me. Oh, and you will aslo have to put an ad in the newspaper, so anyone claiming O’Halloran owed them money can come forward."


	Izzy was not so sure he wanted to do this. He knew Hamish O'Halloran, of course, although the latter, being generally regarded as sartorially challenged, hadn't bought an item of clothing from him in many years. They were just two social pariahs, excluded from the tight knit, mostly WASP, social hierarchy of Pine Ridge. Their paths occasionally crossed, and they acknowledged one another casually. 


	No one was more surprised than Isadore Shapiro to be appointed executor of the last will and testament of Hamish O'Halloran, although he suspected that the opportunity might enable him to make a few bucks. The shabby old house, he mused, had to be worth at least $40,000.00, and that was $2,000.00 to him. Big money.


	The next day it rained, a steady depressing drizzle. The business at Izzy’s store was slow, but with the rain, it was even slower. So Izzy left his son in charge of the haberdashery and went down the street to dutifully inventory the belongings of the late Mr. O'Halloran. If he wasn't going to be able to make any money at the store, he'd see what he could make on this executor thing. But it was also now his duty and Isadore Shapiro never shirked his duty. 


	Dis iss spooky, he thought, as he cautiously let himself in the front door with the key Molly had given him. He had never been invited to the house and had only occasionally chatted with the old codger upon chance meetings in the small town, but he knew where Hamish O'Halloran lived. Everybody in Pine Ridge knew the old two story once white clapboard house at the edge of town with the sign, "H. O'Halloran, Lawyer," posted next to the front door.


	The air within was still and musty, and the tranquility of the house of death was vaguely disturbing to him. Not a thing had been touched since Mr. Speedy found the will, and there was a faint odor coming from the refrigerator. Oy, thought Mr. Shapiro, as he realized that whatever perishable that was contained therein had indeed perished. He decided to skip the refrigerator for the time being and combed through the house looking for documents, the tangible evidence of value.


	He centered his attention on a battered old wooden desk in a corner of the living room. There was nothing on it but a green banker's lamp and an old pen set in a marble stand. The executor sat at the desk trying to get a sense of the old man. He had the quirky feeling that Hamish was there beside him and approved. He shook off the odd sensation and slowly opened the center drawer.


	Everything was neat and orderly. On the left side of the drawer was a folder with the title Bills, written in the practiced archaic long hand cursive of the Palmer method. In it were a few unpaid bills, all of which were dated a few days before the demise of the deceased attorney. On the right-hand side were a check book, a savings account book, and a plain key, all neatly placed and evenly spaced from each other. He opened the check book, and in the same neat penmanship, the register meticulously kept, was the balance - $5,024.36. His excitement grew as he roughly calculated the $250.00 in easy fees. He opened the savings account book and was delighted to find that the balance was $7,883.02. Another almost $400.00 he gleefully calculated. Duck soup, he thought, as he picked up the key.


	There was no indication as to what it unlocked, but Isadore thought that the plainly etched number, 124, was the key to a lock box somewhere. Rats! Perhaps he was going to have to work for his fee anyway. He rifled through the drawers, but despite the organized filing systems, there was a paucity of records - nothing to indicate what the key was for. And he couldn’t find anything else of value.


	He was perplexed. There were no income tax records, no tax notices concerning the house, no records of anything due from clients. There was a four-drawer filing cabinet near the desk that contained client files, some of them rather old, but no accounts receivable and none of the files indicated anything about fees. Granted, some of the files were court appointed cases with the usual, grossly inadequate fee being paid by the state, but those that were not court appointed, said nothing about what the fee was. Izzy wondered how Hamish remembered what to charge his clients. Oy, maybe he didn’t charge some of them anything at all, he mused.


	Disturbed about what he felt were missing relevant records, Izzy decided to see if he could find some. He was not much of a detective, but he felt it was his duty to try. As he was leaving the house it started to rain again. He popped open his umbrella and walked down the street to the Office of the Register of Deeds to check on the ownership of the house and find out whether any taxes were owed. 


	Izzy plopped the sodden umbrella in the corner, as he went in. The lower portion of his pants legs were soaked so he rolled them up about a foot or so, revealing some pathetically skinny legs. A matronly clerk looked at him aghast. 


	Walking up to a counter, he was greeted by a small female clerk of indefinite age. She noted the adddress and went to the files to look up the name, ‘O'Halloran,’ but quickly returned and said. "I'm sorry Mr. Shapiro, Mr. O’Halloran does not own any real property in this county."


	"Vad?" he responded, "vell, who doess own de house on Pine Sdreed?"


	"You'll have to go to the tax office for that information," she responded pleasantly. "We just don't have that information here." 


	Perturbed at what he perceived as omnipresent bureaucratic inefficiency, he trudged next door to the tax office, convinced the rain was coming through the umbrella as if it was a sieve. His head looked like he was wearing a wet cat on it. He went up to the counter and peeked over the barrier, chest high. There was an indolent acting, rather obese man, idly talking on the telephone. After a few minutes and more than a few "harrumphs," increasing in volume from Izzy, just to remind the bureaucrat that he was a taxpayer, the large official looked up and said, "Be with ya in a sec."


	In what turned out to be rather more than a few seconds, he hung up and laboriously made his way to the counter, quite apparently aggravated at the interruption. "Yeh?" he asked, not attempting to hide his pique.


	"I need a know who owns da house ad 213 Pine Sdreed," Izzy asked, pleasantly enough, deciding to give the bureaucrat the benefit of the doubt. 


	"I thought old man O'Halloran did,” came the reply, obviously proud of himself for his extensive knowledge of the town's tax maps.


	"No, I don'd d’ink so," replied Izzy, his back up, the benefit of the doubt having been erased. "Nex’ door said he doessn'." Izzy jerked his thumb in the direction of the office of the Register of Deeds just to show the man he was one step ahead of him.


	"Hmm, let's see, then," said the heavy bureacrat, his curiosity aroused, as he turned and went to a large map of the city. "Block 152 Lot 34," he said to no one in particular, as he went to a large card file. "Geez," he said in surprise as he pulled out the applicable card. "I've never seen anything like this before." He showed the card to Mr. Shapiro. There was a blank after the word owner, but the taxes were religiously paid by Mr. O'Halloran. The tax notices were sent to H. O’Halloran, 213 Pine Street. The tax value was $36,000.00. 


	"That's all I can tell you, I'm afraid." And with that the big man nonchalantly returned to his desk and picked up the telephone, leaving the damp and perplexed Izzy standing there without an answer or explanation.


	The executor decided to check with the First Bank of Pine Ridge, known pejoratively to the locals as "the First and Last." As usual, there was only one teller awake and in attendance. She looked about fourteen years old, with the freshly scrubbed face and innocence of a vestal virgin. 


	"He’p ya?" she asked using the local argot with the nasal twang common to trendy teenagers.


	"Mebbe," he responded. "Vad iss diss?" he asked holding up the perplexing key.


	"I duhno, a key?” the girl answered diffidently. "Nevah saw any key like that, before." She looked up at him as if daring him to inquire further into something she had absolutely no interest in. He turned without responding further and left the bank in an irritated snit, venturing out into the mist of the streets of the little town.


	 




 


	 


	Chapter 4


	 


	Isadore Shapiro left the bank and began the short, wet walk back toward the end of town, immersed in thought as well as being completely soaked from the rain like a Baptist after a full immersion. The umbrella had proved to be of little use in the downpour. This case was really getting to be aggravating and was now presenting a serious challenge, not unlike an intense game of chess against an unseen master. There had to be some logic in this craziness and he intended to find it.


	He contemplated various possibilities, but the evasive answer had not paused long enough in his mind for him to grasp it, by the time he found himself at the steps to 213. He climbed up on the porch and shook the drops off his umbrella. Leaving it on the porch, in deference to the dearly departed, he quietly let himself in, and instinctively headed for the kitchen leaving a trail of wet footprints behind.


	He looked at the kitchen table in amazement. There prominently displayed on the pitted wooden table top was a fresh buttermilk pie, the tantalizing aroma beckoning. But his curiosity stopped him in his tracks. Who could have left the pie? Everyone in Pine Ridge must have known about the death of Hamish O'Halloran. The gossip had spread like wildfire.


	Giving in to his instincts he bent over to get a good whiff of the delightful pie, which was still warm, when he heard a noise coming from the bedroom. Startled, and just a little apprehensive, Izzy cautiously approached the room and peeked in. He was astonished to see a short, prim, elderly black woman dusting the dresser. She gasped as she saw him and grabbed a vase and held it up menacingly.


	"Don' yo’ come in heah, Mistah. Now git, come on, now git, ya heah?" she said, not too convincingly, as she took a tentative step toward Izzy, pretending the delicate vase was some sort of vicious war club. 


	"Who are you, leddy?" Izzy asked, undeterred by the ineffective gesture of the obviously frightened woman," and vad are you doink in Hamish’s house?"


	"Whatchoo doin' heah, Mistah?” she asked, undeterred. "Dis heah's ole Mistah O'Halloran's house. Y'aint got no rat to be in heah," she said indignantly, lowering the vase somewhat, as she perceived Izzy was certainly no threat to her. "Caintchoo see ah'm cleanin' up for ole Mistah O'Halloran. I duz ev’y Thusday."


	"Come mid me to de kuchen, leddy," Izzy said, "I god do dell you something very impordan." He turned and went back to the kitchen and pulled up a chair at the pitted wooden table. She followed him cautiously, with wide eyes and a querulous expression on her face. Proudly, she sat down, but not at Hamish's traditional place where the pie was.


	He wiped his brow which was still a little wet from the rain. "I god do dell you dis, leddy," he said, "Hamish is dead. I am da execudor."
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