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  Chapter 1




  




  The village of Pine Ridge was an idyllic, lush Eden for some, and a maddeningly boring North Carolina backwater for others. With the exception of a handful of old Victorians of the carpenter Gothic style, the Courthouse, and the Third (and Last) Bank of Pine Ridge, near the center of the town, there were very few buildings over one story in the uncrowded old village of some 5,000 residents. Just outside the downtown area, clusters of tiny, quaint houses replete with fancy wooden tracery and gingerbread gable ornaments, dotted the landscape. The dwellings had been built by the mill owners around the turn of the century when cotton was king, and the cheap adornments added to make the laborers feel at least a little pride.




  The streets in the downtown area were lined with huge shade trees, an eclectic mix of majestic oaks, vibrant sugar maples, and even some elms that had somehow escaped the Dutch elm blight of the fifties. Every house anywhere near downtown seemed to be festooned with vivid pink, red, and purple azaleas, wisteria, and rhododendrons, and a few of the older trees were tinseled with ribbons of gray-green Spanish moss.




  Nothing ever seemed to move fast in Pine Ridge. Even the downtown speed limit was a strictly enforced 15 miles per hour. An objective observer half expected to see a man walking in front of the slow moving cars waving a red warning flag just like when automobiles first appeared in the 1890s. Near the corner, where the old Harding Drugstore had been operated by the same family for generations, (no relation to the Ohio Yankee President, thank you,) were some park benches, occupied by a couple of octogenarian locals who had long ago laid an unchallenged claim to their spots. Both were wearing antiquated suits, yellowish shirts that were once white, and sported fedoras from a bygone age. One of the men was white, the other black, with the gnarled hands of a laborer. Every morning the two friends arrived early, just in case, and reminisced on the times when men were polite and dignified and everyone knew their place.




  On a particularly fine Tuesday morning in the beginning of May, Hamish O’Halloran, a rather unspectacular, somewhat seedy lawyer, was ambling the two blocks from his old farmhouse style home on Main Street toward the Courthouse, a nineteenth century, two-story domed building mimicking Greek revival, replete with an interior balcony for, well, you know, the others.




  His unwavering habit each morning before Court was to make a stop at the Legal Lunch, by no means a five or even one star establishment. O’Halloran was truly a man of habit; rigid, unbreakable, senseless habit. An hour later, after enduring his regular cholesterol and grease laden breakfast in the rather dingy establishment, the interior of which was blanketed by a cloud of dense, blue cigarette smoke suspended just at eye-watering level, and, having completed the newspaper’s lame crossword puzzle, O’Halloran crossed the street to the back door of the Courthouse. Wandering into District Court with a perfunctory nod to the other lawyers already seated there, he settled comfortably into a padded chair in the jury box, as all manner of miscreants, their relatives and victims, mostly fearful and downtrodden, meandered in. O’Halloran breathed a sigh of relief as he sat back and relaxed, waiting for the judge to enter in all his pomposity.




  Suddenly, he was overwhelmed by a suffocating feeling of dread. His sainted Irish grandmother had often claimed that some of the O’Hallorans were fey, that is, blessed with the second sight, the ability to glimpse into the future. Hamish wondered if this intense but vague fear he was now suffering was a manifestation of that second sight. But what exactly was it that this ominous feeling of dread foretold?




  Now, while O’Halloran was wrestling with a cold sweat, the man he’d sparsely chatted with at breakfast, Mr. Sparrow, was downstairs, just about to walk into the Clerk’s Office. Quite a dignified man, Mr. Sparrow was the epitome of the Southern gentleman. A lawyer by profession, Mr. Sparrow spoke in a refined Southern accent that had the effect of making people eagerly want to listen to him. His massive vocabulary was unparalleled, always using the exact word for the precise intended meaning. He did not dress in thousand dollar Armani suits. Too conservative for such ostentation, he simply purchased his suits off the rack at J. C. Penney and they fit his trim physique perfectly. His neatly pressed and heavily starched white shirt, accompanied by a light gray or red striped tie, which contrasted nicely with his dark gray or navy suits, left the impression in the legal community that the impeccably dressed Mr. Sparrow was a fine man and an accomplished attorney, for after all, clothes make the man.




  It was one of those million dollar North Carolina days, the sun shining brightly, the cloudless sky an intense Carolina blue, and he was smiling as he walked into the office of the Clerk of Superior Court when he heard his name called.




  “Oh, Mr. Sparrow, Mr. Sparrow. Do you know where I could find Mr. O’Halloran?”




  Mr. Sparrow stopped and looked at little Jennie Priddy, a squeaky voiced deputy clerk who was always effusively helpful. She was waving a small piece of paper in her hand.




  “Oh, hi, Jennie. I just saw him at breakfast. He was going to drop into District Court for a while.”




  “Thank you so much, Mr. Sparrow. I’ll go find him now.”




  He watched the pert deputy clerk trot on down to District Court and wondered why she was so intent on finding his reclusive friend. O’Halloran was not your typical lawyer. He eschewed the limelight and would never use three words when two, or even one would do. In fact, he actually hid out a lot in some of the hidden alcoves in the Courthouse. Sometimes he would remain for hours in the small anteroom next to the District Court that the lawyers used for a coffee room, just sitting around, listening to the gossip about the antics of court personnel or quietly working on a crossword puzzle. An enterprising sheriff’s deputy had installed a coffee machine next to a small cardboard box inviting donations. Street lawyers wanting to make a pecuniary demonstration of their financial success in front of their colleagues were generous, and the deputy drove a shiny, new, black Hummer.




  O’Halloran was the antithesis of Mr. Sparrow, but they were still friends. Not good friends, for O’Halloran did not really have anybody he could call a good friend. He really didn’t have the social skills to develop close relationships with anyone, and the people he thought of as friends were really just acquaintances by default.




  Where Mr. Sparrow was neat, even fastidious, O’Halloran might be euphemistically characterized as a slob. On the plus side of middle age, he wore his balding, pee gray hair inelegantly in a short ponytail. He usually sported a rumpled seersucker suit, even in winter, or khakis and an amorphous gray sport coat, often with his favorite K-Mart crepe soled canvas shoes. His shirts were mostly plaid or pastel colored shirts reminiscent of the 1970s. They were often adorned with a cheap tie rescued from the Salvation Army or Goodwill store, usually with some off-beat cartoon character emblazoned on it, or some crass advertisement for ketchup or pickles. Whatever he wore, his attire was invariably mismatched, even incongruous. There was speculation among the legal community that he didn’t own a single decent suit and even planned to be buried in seersucker.




  It seemed as if there was always something out of place with O’Halloran’s attire. It might be a shirt with a button missing exposing a slightly bulging belly, covering a graying tee shirt with a visible hole or frayed collar. Often the shirt had buttons that were not lined up, or with one tail hanging out. Sometimes it was mismatched socks, or his tie with the thin end noticeably longer, and on more than one occasion, even an unzipped fly. O’Halloran was a sartorial disaster.




  When Jennie Priddy quietly entered the back door of the District Courtroom, all the lawyers sitting in the jury box waiting for their cases to be called so they could plead in some hapless miscreant, turned their heads in unison to stare at her. She blushed a deep crimson at the attention but when she caught O’Halloran’s eye she motioned emphatically for him to step out into the hall.




  Now nothing surprised O’Halloran more than for someone to actually want to talk to him. He pointed to his chest, a questioning look on his face, and when she nodded with exaggerated vigor, he got up and sidled past the other lawyers to the back door. Jennie quickly pulled him out of the courtroom.




  She was so excited her words came spewing forth so fast Hamish could hardly comprehend them. “Mr. O’Halloran, they want you in Federal Court in Greeneburg right away. The Clerk there just called me.”




  “What for, Jennie? I haven’t been in Federal Court in over twenty years.”




  “I don’t know, Mr. O’ Halloran. The Clerk said it was very important that you get over there right away. Here’s his number. His name is Mr. Moorefield.”




  As usual, O’Halloran’s cell phone was dead since he’d forgotten to recharge the battery, so he walked down the hall to the ancient pay phone in the lobby, a forgotten relic of times past, and dialed the number Jennie had given him.




  “Jack Moorefield,” the clerk answered tersely, brimming with attitude.




  “Hamish O’Halloran here, Mr. Moorefield. Jennie Priddy said you wanted me in Federal Court. What for?”




  “Just get your ass down here right away. Judge Mulvihill appointed you to represent some low life drug dealer name of Bernard Binkley. She’s waiting for you now. Look, O’Halloran. I’m not kidding. Get here right away. She’s in one of her moods.”




  Hamish had never appeared before Judge Bridget Mulvihill, but he’d heard of her. Just about every lawyer in the state had heard of her. Word was she had the disposition of a wounded cat and the bite of a hyena. He got in his car and went, forgetting all about his sole case waiting to be called in District Court, which was the reason he was there in the first place.




  He made it to Greeneburg in half an hour, but after circling the Federal Court house a few times in a vain attempt to find a parking space, he ended up pulling into a local 7-Eleven. It was forty-five minutes after the call when the disheveled and panting O’Halloran, for he wasn’t what one could call athletic, walked into the empty court room. Empty that is, except for an octogenarian bailiff in a blue blazer and the traditional U.S. Marshall striped tie. He looked asleep.




  To Hamish’s surprise, the old man rose and asked in a shaky voice, “You O’Halloran?”




  Hamish merely nodded, as he bent over, grasping his knees, too out of breath to speak. Without another word, the old bailiff left through one of the two back doors on either side of the judge’s majestic bench. Ten seconds later all hell broke loose as people poured into the court room, followed quickly by the old bailiff announcing in a surprisingly strong, stentorian voice, “All rise. Court’s back in session.”




  The door opened and a diminutive woman with a striking resemblance to the majestic Queen Victoria, wearing a flowing black robe, open in the front revealing a black turtleneck sweater and a string of pearls, marched into the courtroom and plopped down on a high-backed chair behind the bench which just about swallowed her up.




  “I presume you are Hamish O’Halloran,” she said, her incongruously powerful voice accented with a sneer. “I’ve appointed you to represent this Binkley character. It seems every lawyer in Greeneburg has some sort of convenient conflict or other feeble excuse, so you’re it. You are admitted to practice in this Court aren’t you?”




  O’Halloran stood slowly and nodded. “But Judge, I haven’t been to Federal Court in over twenty years. Are you sure you want me to represent this man?”




  The tiny judge looked up at the ceiling with an expression of exaggerated disgust, and then back at Hamish. “Look Mr. O’Halloran, this case has been delayed long enough. We are going to pick a jury next Tuesday, come hell or high water. Unless you are dead or dying you will be here at 10:00 Tuesday morning and we will start this blasted trial. You have one week to get ready. Binkley is in the local jail. That’s all.” She got up and as she walked out of the courtroom, the bailiff announced, “All rise, Court is adjourned sine die.”




  The coterie of courtroom personnel; clerks, probation officers, prosecutors and law enforcement personnel, all quickly departed, leaving a puzzled O’Halloran standing there, looking stupid. After a few minutes of astonishment, O’Halloran figured he at least needed to find out something about the case, so he went upstairs to the clerk’s office and got a copy of the order of appointment and indictment. He then went to the Federal Prosecutor’s office.




  The receptionist was a gray haired woman of about sixty and from her looks alone appeared to be the model of efficiency. She was separated from O’Halloran by a wall with a sliding glass window. She slid it open. “Yes, may I help you?”




  “My name is Hamish O’Halloran and I represent, uh…” he looked down at the letter of appointment, “Bernard Binkley. I’d like to see the government’s file, please.”




  She said, “Just a minute,” and slid the glass window closed, leaving Hamish standing there feeling stupid again.




  In about five minutes, a tall, movie star-handsome man who looked to be about thirty-five but might have been a few years older, came into the tiny lobby from the U.S. Attorney’s office. His deep mellifluous and strangely hollow voice invited O’Halloran into his office but it definitely didn’t seem like the prosecutor did. Confused, O’Halloran followed the man out of the waiting room, into the hallowed offices of the U.S. Attorney, and into a hall crowded with boxes stacked shoulder high, lined up against the wall. They appeared to contain case files. The new federal filing system, O’Halloran mused.




  The prosecutor walked into a small but neatly organized room, and slid into a maroon leather chair behind a well appointed desk. “Sit down please. I take it you are the infamous Hamish O’Halloran, appointed by the honorable Judge Mulvihill to represent that punk drug dealer, Bernie Binkley. My name is Beau James. I’m the head prosecutor in the narcotics section here in this District. We prosecute nothing but dope cases. Looks like you drew the short straw, my friend.”




  O’Halloran was naturally put off by the prosecutor’s arrogance. Everyone was, it was part of his schtick, but most of the other lawyers on the Federal CJA panel, that is, the pool of lawyers appointed by the court to represent indigent defendants, just caved in and pled their clients guilty. In this way, the lawyers could get their clients a tiny break according to the Federal Sentencing Guidelines, they wouldn’t have to spend days, even weeks, in a boring, futile trial, and Judge Mulvihill wouldn’t get any angrier than she usually was.




  “What do you mean?” Hamish said, not sure just what James was referring to.




  “Oh, come on, O’Halloran. Binkley is a notorious drug thug. We got him cold selling that new mind numbing drug, murti-bing, to one of our best narcs, an undercover cop called Squeeze. Don’t make fun of his name, friend. He gets really upset about anybody making fun of his name and he will then really put the squeeze on you.” Beau laughed more to himself then to anyone else at his clever humor.




  “I’m sorry, Mr. James. I haven’t any idea what you’re talking about. I don’t know officer Squeeze. I don’t have a clue as to what murti-bing is, and I don’t know anything at all about Bernard Binkley or this case. I would just like to see the file, and then decide for myself.”




  “Of course, that is your right, but believe me, it’s a colossal waste of time. We even have him on camera.” The hunk of a prosecutor eyed the mousy and sloppy O’Halloran, the effect of which was to convey the message that no jury in their right mind would even look twice at him, especially compared to the beautiful person James considered himself to be. “This is a slam dunk for the government. Just ask my admin assistant, Billie Jo Carter, for the file. You can review it in the library.” He stood in an unmistakable gesture of dismissal.




  Hamish left the office, not knowing who or where Billie Jo Carter was, and he immediately became disoriented in the maze of hallways lined with boxes of files. He had no clue where the lobby was, and his claustrophobia kicked in, causing an overwhelming urge to run as fast as he could, screaming at the top of his lungs. This was going to be a disaster for him.




  He quickly headed down the hall assuming it led somewhere. Coming to a door which he thought would take him out to the lobby, he opened it without knocking. A really large woman with sweat pants and panties wrapped around her ankles, pale, fleshy thighs draped over a toilet, looked up at him as if he was a pervert, but before she could scream or object or even explain, he slammed the door shut, sputtering an apology. Blushing a deep purple, he turned and quickly went back down the hall the way he came, hoping desperately to find someone who could help him at least get out of the maze.




  Now it seemed like the place had been deserted. He had thoughts of an imminent tsunami and he would drown amidst tons of debris, mostly paper. He quickly turned the corner at the end of the hall, and ran smack into an elderly woman with dyed black hair and a scowl on a face that was way too pale. “Can I help you?” she said, ice forming on the words.




  It took him a few seconds but he did regain his composure before another disaster occurred. “I’m looking for Mr. Carter, or maybe it’s Miz Carter, the admin assistant for Beau James. Do you know where I can find him, umm, or her?”




  The woman sneered and pointed down the hall he just came from. “There she is now,” she scoffed. Hamish turned and blushed crimson again as the 300 pounder he’d just encountered in flagrante lumbered down the hall toward him. “I’m Billie Jo Carter. You lookin’ for me?”




  He stuttered out a “Yes ma’am. I just came from meeting with Beau James. Can you let me have a look at the Bernard Binkley file? I’ve been appointed to represent him.”




  She took him to a small room devoid of furnishings except for a cheap, formica top conference table and a few chairs that were tightly crammed in, made him sign a few forms, and plopped a thin file on the table. When she left, the door clicked ominously behind her.




  Hamish sighed, and turned to the file. After a mere half hour, he closed the file and pushed back in his chair hitting the wall hard, and clasped his hands behind his head looking at the ceiling trying to digest what he had just read. After a few minutes, he realized he was just staring at a fluorescent light bulb without a trace of an actual thought, but then focused on what was troubling him. It was nothing that he had read in the file. What was in it were all the things he expected. But something was missing, something he felt that was crucially important. But trying to figure out what wasn’t there was like trying to see air, at least for O’Halloran, who had never experienced the hallucinogenic drug LSD.




  He got up to leave but found the door locked. He was once again immediately overwhelmed with dread. That pervasive claus-trophobia again, the reason why he hated to visit any of his clients in jail. He furiously rattled the doorknob in a futile attempt to escape the confines of the little room. The walls seemed to be closing in on him. He started to sweat bullets. Panic overtook him, as if someone had thrown a heavy wet blanket over his head. He was just about to scream when the door burst open, slamming him backwards into the conference table.




  “All you had to do was knock, Mr. O’Halloran.” It was Billie Jo Carter, with a broad smirk on her wide face.




  





  




  




  




  




  Chapter 2




  




  Since he was already in Greeneburg and couldn’t come up with any decent excuses, Hamish gritted his teeth and headed toward the jail to talk to his client, the low-life drug pusher, Bernard Binkley. Just thinking about being locked up in the jail, even though it was a state of the art confinement facility, caused a sheen of sweat to form on his face. Wiping the dampness with his sleeve, O’Halloran was about to turn around when he realized he’d already arrived at the jail. Parking was always scarce near the jail, and normally he would have had to walk a number of blocks to get there giving him another excuse to delay the meeting, but just then a minivan pulled out in front of him leaving a roomy parking space beckoning. He sighed, karma being what it is, and parked his gas guzzler, a huge Oldsmobile sedan from an earlier generation, decorated with patches of rust.




  The Greeneburg County jail was a stark, three story structure with an odd mix of Art Nouveau and Art Deco architechture. The main section had been constructed in 1894, but with the end of Prohibition the town’s elders found it necessary to add a wing to house all the reprobates and drunks, and just plain out-of-work poor souls, miscreants who were victims of the depression. They had hired the son of the Mayor, a recent grad of the state Architecture School, who thought it imperative to strut his knowledge of the newest in architechtural designs without giving a thought to what was already there. The result was awe-inspiring but not in a good way. It was, however, outfitted with the latest in electronic monitoring devices, cameras and automatic cell doors.




  With a sense of trepidation, he entered the monstrous edifice, encountering a lobby full of wimpering wives and mothers, unruly children, and a posse of bail bondsmen, most of whom were heavily tattooed and steroidal. They regularly trawled the jail looking for easy marks.




  He signed in at a small bulletproof window, slipped his driver’s license and a well-worn business card through the slot, and announced he was there to see Bernard Binkley, omitting the part about Binkley being a notorious low-life drug dealer. He sat on a plastic chair, the kind you can get at Kmart for $5.00, to wait for something to happen. After an inordinately long wait during which he had visions of Binkley being unhooked from some torture rack, a sheriff’s deputy who looked like he’d been a lineman for the Green Bay Packers in his former life, opened a side door and looked at him quizzically for a minute. “You the one who wants to see Binkley?” the lineman asked in his best impression of Sam Waterston in a basso profundo voice.




  O’Halloran stood and nodded, following the huge deputy sheriff. He was led to a small room with a round metal swivel stool bolted to the floor, and a counter just big enough for a brief case, but O’Halloran didn’t have a briefcase. He panicked a moment when he heard the door ominously click behind him. He waited. And waited. He squirmed continually. The metal stool must have been designed by the Borgias. It was undoubtedly the most uncomfortable, even tortuous seat his rather ample rump had ever met.




  After about twenty minutes, he stood up and knocked loudly on the locked door. A few minutes later the burly deputy opened it and said, “What?”




  “Uh, sir, how long before I get to see Binkley?’




  The Deputy looked at him like he was daft. He pointed behind O’Halloran. Hamish turned and there was a young man seated on a similar stool behind the glass partition. The Deputy just shook his head and shut the door.




  O’Halloran was about to introduce himself when Binkley said, “Who you?”




  “My name is Hamish O’Halloran. I’ve been appointed to represent you.”




  “Oh shit. Man, you can’t be my lawyer. You can’t. Guard! Guard! Get me outta here.”




  Binkley jumped up and pounded his fist on the steel door, as O’Halloran just sat there, a shocked expression on his face. In a few seconds the guard opened the door and Binkley almost shouted, “Man, this guy can’t be my lawyer. Take me back, Take me back. Get me the hell outta here.”




  The guard took him back leaving the stunned O’Halloran sitting on the cold metal stool. After about ten minutes, the guard had not returned and O’Halloran’s sheen of sweat had turned to rivulets. He started banging on the locked door, screaming, “Guard! Guard! Let me outta here.” Nothing happened. Panic began to set in and O’Halloran started to cry, even though it was unseemly for a grown man, especially a hardened criminal defense lawyer, to cry. Then he remembered that when he’d signed in he had been given a plastic visitor’s card with the key to the interview room hanging securely from it. Sheepishly, he opened the door with the key and looked out. No one was there, so he snuck back to the elevator to make his getaway with as little attention as possible.




  Driving back to Pine Ridge, O’Halloran thought about his predicament. He was pretty sure Judge Mulvihill would not grant Binkley’s request for another lawyer and would probably just laugh at him. He was also sure she would not grant him a continuance either. He was sunk. He would just have to try the case without his client’s cooperation, and not the slightest idea of his version of what happened.




  O’Halloran couldn’t understand what had gotten into Binkley. He hadn’t said anything at all to him. He was certain he’d never seen Binkley before, or even had any dealings with his associates. The only thing he could think of was the way he presented himself. He knew he wasn’t a fancy white shoe lawyer or even the epitome of sartorial splendor, and supposed he did come across as a little seedy looking, maybe even gawky. But Hamish had represented a lot of scum bags in the course of his career, even a lot of dope pushers, and never had one freak out like that before. He couldn’t figure it out.




  





  




  




  




  




  Chapter 3




  




  The following Tuesday morning at 9:00, Hamish was standing outside a locked Federal Courtroom in Greeneburg. He was pacing back and forth waiting for a bailiff to open the door when a pair of U.S. Marshalls walked by escorting a heavily shackled Binkley, clad in an orange jump suit, the uniform marking most defendants who had not made bail. Binkley saw him and said, “You’re not my lawyer. Go home, Mouth, go home. Ya hear me? Go home.”




  The bigger of the two Marshalls who looked like he had once been a professional wrestler, his waist line having gone to seed, put a little squeeze on Binkley’s arm, and he let out a pathetic whimper, as they dragged him toward the holding cell outside the courtroom. O’Halloran just watched in dismay as the trio turned the corner. His jangled nerves brought out another episode of heavy sweating.




  The courtroom door clicked and a bailiff pushed open the double doors, securing one in the open position. O’Halloran rushed in just to get out of the hall, and the possibility that he might encounter Binkley again. Instead of setting up at the defense table, he took a seat on the front row behind the bar in the spectator section, as close to the wall as possible, and tried to compose himself, and think about what he was going to do. Of course, he had to ask the judge to be recused. Let somebody else be appointed. He neither wanted to represent Binkley or even be in Federal Court. He longed for the security and anonymity of the Pine Ridge District Court where he had been hiding out for nearly a generation.




  He watched as the Courtroom personnel filtered in. The clerk, a competent looking, middle-aged woman with granny glasses perched precariously on the end of her snub nose, entered, setting up in the low chair next to the Judge’s platform. She placed a number of files on her desk, then put some papers on the prosecutor’s desk and on the defense table, and busied herself. The probation officer came in, and with a bit of a swagger took a seat on the other side of the judge’s bench. Man, he looked important. It was all the rage for probation officers to bulk up so they could intimidate their clients. This guy had maxed out and may even have been dining on steroids. A couple of bailiffs in their U.S. Marshall’s blazers and striped rep ties, came in and set up positions at strategic points in the Courtroom. Both were well past their primes, having retired from some local constabulary and gotten this part-time sinecure to pad their retirements. At 9:25 all the milling about and strutting started to wane. An eerie quiet ensued. Spectators were in their seats, the courtroom personnel were in place, and a general sense of anticipation filled the majestic courtroom. A calm before the storm Hamish thought. Then the door near the Judge’s bench opened with a bang and Judge Mulvihill stormed in.




  ”All rise,” one of the ancient bailiffs cried out in a surprisingly strong, operatic baritone. The standard litany followed ending with “the Honorable Judge Bridget Mulvihill, presiding. Be seated. No talking. If a cell phone rings it will be confiscated and the owner fined.”




  The Judge looked over at Beau James as if he was her long lost son. “What have you got for us today, Mr. James?”




  Beau James returned a big smile and, although he couldn’t be sure, O’Halloran thought he actually winked at her. “Your Honor, the People call as its first case, the United States of America v. Bernard Binkley, case no 10 CR 027.” He emphasized the first syllable in United to make himself look more important, the protector of the people, you know.




  A door at the right side of the Courtroom opened and the big U.S. Marshall rather roughly escorted Bernard Binkley, none too resplendent in his loose fitting orange jump suit, into the courtroom and plunked him down into a seat at the defense table. Binkley looked around nervously but did not notice O’Halloran hunkered down in the recesses at the side of the courtroom. Judge Mulvihill did, though, and called him on it. “Mr. O’Halloran. Step up here. Sit at the table next to your client. The Government ready to proceed, Mr. James?”




  ”Uh, yer Honor,” Binkley stood uncertainly, his nervousness palpable. “This guy ain’t my lawyer. He can’t be. He just can’t be. I gotta have a real lawyer, yer Honor.”




  The veins on Judge Mulvihill’s neck popped up and she shot back. “What do you mean he’s not your lawyer? I appointed him to represent you myself. Mr. O’Halloran. Did you talk to Mr. Binkley about this case?”




  “No Ma’am, your Honor. I tried, but he just got up and screamed for the jailer to get him out of there. The jailer came and took him back to population.”




  “Mr. Binkley is that right?”




  “Yeah. Look. I just gotta have a decent lawyer. This guy looks like he can’t even tie his own tie.”




  “Mister O’Halloran?”




  “Of course, Judge. I tied this myself.” He looked down at his tie. It was off center and the narrow end was two inches longer than the wide end.




  Beau James snickered but quickly composed himself after a stern, reproachful glance from the judge.




  “This is how it is, Mr. Binkley. We will try this case right now, today. If you want to hire a lawyer yourself, I will give you five minutes to do so. The bailiff here will let you make a call. You have had plenty of time to hire your own lawyer before today. You took the chance with a court appointed lawyer and Mr. O’Halloran is what you got.” She stood and told the bailiff to give Binkley his call. As she walked off the bench she said to the two lawyers, “In my chambers you two.”




  By the time O’Halloran had followed James into the Judge’s chambers, she was nowhere in sight. James plopped himself comfortably on the Judge’s leather couch, as O’Halloran just stood there, a goofy expression of uncertainty on his face. A toilet flushed and the Judge walked in from the tiny bathroom located behind her big ornate desk and chair. “O’Halloran, fix your damned tie. Are you ready to go on this case despite your client’s lack of cooperation? I don’t want this puppy coming back from the Court of Appeals because of ineffective assistance of counsel.”




  “He’s ready, Judge,” James interjected, his customary arrogance dripping from his statement like gravy. My assistant said he spent a whole half hour locked in a room with the file.”




  “Is that so, Mr. O’Halloran? Can you go ahead this morning?”




  “I don’t know, Judge Mulvihill. I looked through the file. The only thing is that I have this nagging feeling that the file was not complete. Something was missing.”




  James blew a gasket at the implication of any prosecutorial impropriety, but before he could sputter out more than a word or two, the judge threw up her hand to silence him.




  “What do you think is missing, Mr. O’Halloran?”




  “I just don’t know, Judge. My gut says something should be there that isn’t. I just can’t figure out what it is.”




  “You give him everything, Beau? I don’t want to hear that you sandbagged the defense in this matter.”




  James continued to sputter. “Judge, I gave him the file and everything that was in it.”




  The judge gave him a peculiar look. She didn’t ask him what wasn’t in it and neither did O’Halloran, who was still a little intimidated by the whole federal court thing.




  The Judge stood. “All right, let’s go in there. I doubt Binkley convinced any lawyer to step in at this late date, even if he had a boatload of cash to pay him.” She walked out into the Courtroom followed meekly by the two lawyers.




  They waited a few minutes before the bailiff half dragged a protesting Binkley back into the courtroom. He immediately spoke up. “Judge, you gotta give me more time. The lawyer I talked to just laughed and hung up on me. But this guy,” he jerked his thumb in O’Halloran’s direction. “I just can’t go to trial with this guy.”




  “Tough,” said the Judge. “You had your chance, Mr. Binkley. We don’t run this court to satisfy your whims. It’s either O’Halloran or you represent yourself.”




  “Shit,” said the crestfallen drug thug, as he slumped down into his chair.




  “What did you just say?” but she heard it all right. She was just giving him a chance either to redeem himself or dig the hole a little deeper, but he just buried his head in his hands.




  After an uneasy moment, the Judge nodded to the bailiff. “Bring in the prospective jurors.”




  “Uh, your Honor. I haven’t gotten Mr. O’Halloran’s witness list,” the sanctimonious Beau James said, dripping with contempt as he dropped a piece of paper in front of O’Halloran.




  “Mr. O’Halloran, do you have your list of witnesses for Mr. James?” a disgusted Judge Mulvihill asked.




  The befuddled defense lawyer slowly stood, while reading the names on the list James had given him. He stammered a little and then a glint of understanding cleared the fog in his head. “Uh, Judge Mulvihill. I’m very sorry. As I said earlier, I haven’t been in Federal Court in twenty years and may have forgotten some of the procedure. Can I have a few minutes recess in order to consult with my client and get the witness list ready?”




  The Judge glared at him. What was going on in her mind cannot be written down without shocking the very conscience of the readers. After a long pause, she said, “You have three minutes, Mr. O’Halloran. Three minutes, understand? Three Minutes no more. After that I will not tolerate a delay of even one lousy second.”




  He ran outside and made a call on his cell phone. Three minutes later he was back in his seat at the defense table. He handed James a sheet of paper, with a bunch of names scribbled on it. The United States Attorney merely stuck it in a folder without even looking at it. He stood and announced, “The People are ready to proceed your Honor.”




  A few seconds later the bailiff showed forty members of the citizenry of the judicial district to their seats in the courtroom while Binkley rested his head on his hands making a small noise that O’Halloran thought might have been genuine sobbing. O’Halloran had not asked him anything about who his witnesses were. He leaned over to his client and whispered, “Sit up, you toad, and act like you’re at least interested in what’s going on.”




  Astonished at the sudden burst of authority, Binkley sat up.




  The Clerk called out twelve names and once again O’Halloran was surprised at the protocol. It was the judge who asked the questions of the jury, not the attorneys like in state court. The papers the clerk had earlier placed on the desk listed the names of the prospective jurors, their occupations and marital status.The judge went through a litany of questions designed to ferret out anybody with an obvious bias. She was methodical and thorough. After a few were excused for bias or personal reasons and replaced, she asked the lawyers if they had any written questions they wanted to ask the jurors. Normally both lawyers would hand the judge their written questions but O’Halloran declined this particular invitation, receiving an elbow in the side from his client when James walked to the Judge’s bench by himself, handing her a piece of paper.




  After staring at O’Halloran to see if somehow she could erase his ineptitude and hopefully prevent an appeal on the basis of ineffective assistance of counsel, she reviewed the paper and asked the jury if any of them had ever used drugs before. Half the jurors were obviously nervous as they all answered “No.”




  “O’Halloran maintained a mask and did not smile at the predicament James had put himself in. The prosecutor had to use all his challenges if he excused the secret pot smokers among the jury, so he just let them be. Reluctantly, Beau James passed the jury and the Judge turned to O’Halloran.




  Without challenging a single juror, O’Halloran said, “We are satisfied with the jury, your Honor.”




  “Swear in the jury, Mr. Bailiff.”




  After they were sworn, Beau James began his opening statement. He was smooth as silk, a powerful and convincing orator, and if the vote was taken right then Binkley would have been toast.




  As he was sitting down, Judge Mulvihill addressed O’Halloran. “Do you have an opening statement, Mr. O’Halloran?”




  “Uh, Judge, could I wait to make my opening statement until after the Government has put on its case?” This was an unusual but perfectly legitimate procedure so she just nodded and turned to Beau James. “Call your first witness,”




  James stood and grandly announced, “The People call Detective Sergeant Joshua Logan.”
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